
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
  


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: The Second Yes, Crossroads Collection 5]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  



  
    
      [image: Crossroads Collection 5]

    

  


  5




  Published by
Olivia Kimbrell Press™


  
    
      [image: Olivia Kimbrell Press™]

    

  


  Copyright Notice


  The Second Yes, Five Wedding Dress Christian Romances, Crossroads Collection 5, Copyright © 2019 by the authors. All rights reserved. This book is an anthology of collected works of fiction. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopying, or recording—without express written permission by the authors and publisher. The only exception is brief quotations in printed or broadcasted articles and reviews.


  Season of Surprises by Alexa Verde, copyright © 2019


  Something Borrowed, Someone Blue by Chautona Havig, copyright © 2019


  Black Belt, White Dress by Hallee Bridgeman, copyright © 2019


  Sewn Together by Alana Terry, copyright © 2019


  The Second Yes by Amanda Tru, copyright © 2019


  Each book in this collection is the intellectual property and the copyrighted material of the respective author and/or publisher and is reprinted as a part of this collection (anthology) only once and only by permission of the owners. The publisher makes no claim on, or to, the property of the owners which exceeds that permission. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or intended to be used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, organizations, places, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental and beyond the intention of either the authors or the publisher.


  PUBLISHED BY: Olivia Kimbrell Press™*, P.O. Box 470, Fort Knox, KY 40121-0470. The Olivia Kimbrell Press™ colophon and open book logo are trademarks of Olivia Kimbrell Press™. *Olivia Kimbrell Press™ is a publisher offering true to life, meaningful fiction from a Christian worldview intended to uplift the heart and engage the mind.


  Scripture quotations from the Holy Bible are excerpts from many versions and are reproduced in strict accordance with the copyright of the owners.


  Fonts: Crimson Pro, Dark Courier, Eras, Austina, Garamond, Arial


  Edited by: Gregg Bridgeman


  Cover Design and Title Graphics by: Chautona Havig


  Library Cataloging Data


  Names: Alexa Verde, Chautona Havig, Hallee Bridgeman, Alana Terry, Amanda Tru (Verde, Alexa; Havig, Chautona; Bridgeman, Hallee; Terry, Alana; Tru, Amanda)


  Title: The Second Yes, Crossroads Collection 5


  p. 760 6 in. × 9 in. (15.24 cm × 22.86 cm)


  Description: digital eBook edition | Print on Demand edition | Trade paperback edition | Hardcover Case Laminate edition | Kentucky: Olivia Kimbrell Press™, 2019.


  Summary: Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five brand-new, unique, interconnected stories where the first yes is for the wedding and the second yes is for the dress.


  Identifiers: Library of Congress Control Number: 2019942863 | ISBN-13: 978-1-68190-156-5 (ebk.) | 978-1-68190-157-2 (Audio) | 978-1-68190-158-9 (trade) | 978-1-68190-159-6 (hardcover)


  1. clean romance love story 2. male female relationship 3. holy matrimony marriage 4. women’s inspirational 5. happily ever after ending 6. Christian fiction mystery 7. traditional wedding dress


  


  
    
      [image: bridal_invitation]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Table of Contents]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  
    Welcome




    Season of Surprises by Alexa Verde




    Something Borrowed, Someone Blue by Chautona Havig




    Black Belt, White Dress by Hallee Bridgeman




    Sewn Together by Alana Terry




    The Second Yes by Amanda Tru



  


  


  
    
      [image: Welcome]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Welcome]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  Hopefully this isn’t your first “yes” to a “Crossroads Collection,” but if it is, let me welcome you and explain how things work around here. If you’ve been here before, stay tuned to find out the behind the scenes scoop on this set!


  This collection of books is different from others you may have read. First of all, each book is a brand-new, stand-alone novel that, while it may be connected to the author’s other series, is also a complete book. Many of the books do exist in the same worlds, and you may run into a few familiar character friends. For instance, it shouldn’t be surprising that my Crossroads Collection books are all set in the fictional town of… wait for it… Crossroads! However, while this is the fifth “Crossroads Collection” released, each set is stand-alone as well, and it doesn’t matter which one you start with or if you read them in order or not.


  While the collections themselves are complete, independent story-lines, the individual set is intended for you to read the five books in order. Though they are written by five different authors with unique settings and plots, one book in the series ties them together as a whole. Part of the fun and surprise is seeing how the seemingly unrelated stories are tied together and interconnected with the final story.


  One of the best parts of being a Crossroads author is the friendships you develop. While working, praying, and laughing together, real relationships form. A year ago, a few of the Crossroads authors were chatting in a group, and the idea came up to do a Crossroads set about weddings. Several fabulous ideas were tossed out but no decisions were made. Even though I didn’t really have a firm plot or even an idea in the back of my mind, I planned that “the wedding one” would release this summer. I even recruited other authors without giving them the exact details other than “we’re doing a wedding Crossroads set.” That’s some pretty amazing trust for them to jump all in, trusting that I would figure it out.


  And I did!


  I knew my main character before I knew the plot. I settled on the theme of wedding dresses and let the other authors tell me their ideas for their own books. Then I crafted my over-arching plot around theirs, making each of their stories an important element in my own plot. The result is better than I could have ever expected! I am very proud of each of the Crossroads collections for different reasons. For this one, I am extremely proud of the beautiful way the stories are woven together. Each one is important. While they tell their own stories, you won’t realize the full scope of their significance until you reach the end.


  Now it is your turn to visit Crossroads once again. Our authors include one new to Crossroads, one who is returning after a break, and two other veterans I wouldn’t want to do a Crossroads collection without! Alexa Verde is our Crossroads rookie, and was a joy to work with. Her book, Season of Surprises involves a road trip adventure that lands Sierra and Edgar in Crossroads searching for a missing wedding dress. Having another author’s characters actually come to visit Crossroads was a first, and in this set, we actually manage to do it twice!


  In Chautona Havig’s Something Borrowed, Someone Blue we find more back and forth interaction with Crossroads and a not-so-accidental wedding dress mix-up where the preacher is left holding the pieces.


  We are thrilled to have Hallee Bridgeman return to the Crossroads Collections in Black Belt, White Dress. In it, a young woman tries to balance honoring her mother while following her own wedding dress dreams.


  Alana Terry adds a unique spin with her book, Sewn Together, where we get a completely different perspective on what a wedding dress can mean.


  Finally, The Second Yes brings everything together with a wedding dress designer wanting to right the wrongs of a villain you’re not sure whether to love or hate!


  I wish you happy reading in the pages that follow. My sincere hope is that you love this collection and that it provides you with laughter, maybe a few tears, and a deeper meaning that remains after the last page is finished. While you’ll find a great variety of styles and stories, the thread that ties them together is meant to illustrate the interconnectedness of our own lives. You and your actions matter in important ways you may never know.


  May you escape into five wonderful worlds, and may God somehow speak to you amidst the fun. When you return to the real world, may you be thankful you said yes!


  Sincerely,
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  Hello Crossroads Reader, and welcome!


  In this collection, you will find five stories unique in scene, setting, and characters that all have something to do with a wedding dress. My story, The Second Yes, is the last story in this collection and it is my privilege to introduce you to the first story in the collection, Season of Surprises by the superlatively skillful author, Alexa Verde.


  I actually don’t recall how Alexa and I first “met,” but I think it may have been when working on a boxed set collection that flopped! The set was ready to go our distributor changed their policies, and the collection was immediately pulled from publication. At the time, I’d worked extremely hard on the project and was very upset at its demise. However, now I realize that God had other plans. That failed project brought with it different kinds of success—and one of those was an acquaintance and eventual friendship with Alexa.


  Alexa has an impressive resume, and I’m awed by the fact that she speaks five languages! However, before I even knew any of her accolades, I was always struck by her sweet spirit, which is very apparent in any interaction I have observed or experienced with her. I also know that she’s a very respected, well-loved author, and for a while now, she’s been on my list of authors I wanted to rope into doing a Crossroads Collection!


  This time… she said yes!


  Since then I’ve had the opportunity to work and pray with her, and we’ve gotten to know each other on a more personal level. Brainstorming ideas with her was amazing, and one of my favorite things about this collection is how we managed to connect our stories together!


  In Season of Surprises, maid-of-honor Sierra Knightley and best-man Edgar Delaney embark on a journey to recover an heirloom wedding dress that someone sold by mistake. The problem is that Sierra and Edgar share a tumultuous past that each will have to reconcile. Along the way, the former high school sweethearts unexpectedly encounter danger and surprises. God gives them a fantastic opportunity—again—but to accept it, they need to do more than track down the wedding dress. They have to embrace true love. For God. For themselves. For each other.


  Please enjoy this story of forgiveness, love, hope, and second chances.
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Alexa Verde


  Copyright Notice


  Season of Surprises Copyright © 2019 by Olga Grun writing as Alexa Verde


  All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website, or transmitted in any form or by any means, without written permission from the publisher, except for brief quotations in reviews and articles.


  This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, events, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to any actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


  Copyediting by Deirdre Lockhart.


  Each book in this collection is the intellectual property and the copyrighted material of the respective author and/or publisher and is reprinted as a part of this collection (anthology) only once and only by permission of the owners. The publisher makes no claim on, or to, the property of the owners which exceeds that permission. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or intended to be used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, organizations, places, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental and beyond the intention of either the authors or the publisher. The characters are products of the authors’ imaginations and used fictitiously.
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  Sierra Knightley would rather chew her brand-new shoes than be a maid of honor again. Well, considering those black pumps gave her blisters today…


  After signing out of her computer, she glanced at her torturous footwear. As soon as she finished closing the office for her boss and got home, she’d bury her shoes in the farthest corner of her yard where even her curious bunch of pets wouldn’t be able to dig them out.


  She dropped folders in the drawer and locked it. Argh. When her kind—and a bit on the needy side—aunt Willow decided to get married, the entire family knew Sierra would be the best candidate for the role. She had soooo much experience. Her relatives even hinted there was hope for Sierra, too. She was only twenty-eight, half her aunt’s age.


  After long weeks of work preparing for her upcoming vacation, Sierra’s strength drained out until simply getting up seemed like an insurmountable task. Not to mention, walking in those shoes.


  She pursed her lips and grabbed a piece of paper and a pen. This year should be her year.


  Yes!


  Sometimes she felt her boss thought she was akin to a human version of a computer. She’d worked for him for years and had barely ever seen a smile or heard a kind word from him. Gray walls matched her mood today, and even the pictures of her cats, dog, and a frog and a stuffed puppy didn’t cheer her up. The secretary position wasn’t her dream job.


  Enough whining. Sierra started writing fast.


  First, travel overseas. As much as she loved her hometown, it was time she saw something besides Rios Azules in south Texas.


  She tensed at the sound outside. Was it a car driving up? No, nobody should be here at this hour.


  Second…


  Oh, she should pray on this first. She lifted her eyes to the white ceiling with modern metal light fixtures.


  Lord, please let me know what You want me to do.


  Now, she needed to figure out which thoughts were God’s will and which were her own intentions.


  The image of a bright office with pink walls and people holding pets appeared.


  Second, I need to do something about becoming a veterinarian beyond dreaming about it. Eventually. Um, what about Aunt Willow, her parents, and the rest of her relatives who always called her for help? Her heart squeezed into a heavy lump. Besides, her parents were reluctant for her to leave, though it’d been years since her sister’s death when she’d gone to study in Houston.


  Third… Finding a soul mate wouldn’t hurt, but she learned some men’s promises couldn’t be trusted.


  She nibbled on her lower lip. She should tell her former high school sweetheart, Edgar Delaney, everything she thought about him. He’d left her for a big career in Houston and never looked back. A familiar dull ache made her wince.


  A squeak near the front door caused her to prick her ears. Chills ran down her spine. Probably just hearing things.


  She shoved the list in the pocket of her black pantsuit, slipped her feet into her torturous shoes, winced as blisters and shoes met each other again, and rose carefully so as not to pop the blisters. Time to go home, attend to her pets, and start on the mile-long list Aunt Willow wanted her to do for her wedding preparations. As Sierra had explained to her none-too-pleased boss, one needed a weeklong vacation to make a dent in those.


  For now, Sierra showed up first and left last. Not because she didn’t have a personal life, but because she was responsible and hardworking. She sighed as she started turning off the lights. Okay, that, too.


  Footfalls in the distance froze her movements. Nobody should be in the building at this time. A burglar? She should’ve locked the door. Ice tingled through her veins.


  What should she do?


  Lord, please help me.


  She needed to defend herself. With what?


  Her mind whirled. Fire extinguisher! No, she’d have to cross the entire room to get it, and the sounds of the footfalls grew terrifyingly nearer the office. She scanned her desk. A stapler wouldn’t scare an intruder much.


  A paperweight?


  Yes!


  Aunt Willow had given it to her years ago. Shaped like a puppy and heavy, it had served its purpose well. She grabbed the smooth glass surface, then grimaced as she ran in the horrible shoes and hid behind the door leading to the office.


  She lifted the paperweight above her head and held her breath. Her heartbeat thrummed in her ears.


  Sure enough, her nose chose to start itching. Uh-oh. The last thing she needed was to sneeze and give herself away.


  Footfalls sounded nearer… Nearer…


  The intruder should be here any moment.


  A shadow appeared somewhere to the side of her. Now!


  She struck with everything in her and… missed!


  The paperweight grazed his shoulder.


  Her heart thundering in her chest, she jumped back. What if he was armed?


  Wait a moment. Black leather shoes, nice dressy black slacks, and a white shirt far too expensive for a local store… Huh.


  Her eyebrows shot up. Diamonds in cufflinks? He even smelled expensive, the kind of cologne she’d smelled on her wealthiest relative.


  Then she gasped.


  It couldn’t be.


  Blue eyes she knew so well studied at her.


  A well-defined mouth from which kisses had made her melt once upon a time moved. “I knew I wasn’t going to receive a warm welcome. But that’s a bit of an overkill, don’t you think?”


  Edgar Delaney.


  The man who’d broken her heart.


  The paperweight slipped from her hand and landed on the floor with a loud thump. She released a pent-up breath and nearly slumped to the floor herself as her ankles threatened to give out.


  Lord, when I said I wanted to tell Edgar everything I thought about him, I didn’t quite mean it this way.
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  Edgar peered at the woman who’d once occupied his thoughts and his dreams.


  Throughout the years he’d spent away from Sierra in Houston, first getting a degree, then working a busy job in finance, he’d often imagined their reunion. It usually included a romantic candle-lit dinner, roses, and kisses, then her leaving Rios Azules and going with him to Houston like they’d always dreamed. However, she couldn’t leave her helpless and sick aunt or her parents who’d been scared they could lose another daughter to an accident in Houston. He’d had to leave on his own and make a life for himself on his own, as well.


  Nearly being knocked unconscious wasn’t how he’d imagined their reunion at all.


  Her eyes didn’t hold their usual warmth. “Hello, Edgar.”


  “Hello, Sierra.” He picked up the paperweight and placed it on the table. This wasn’t going well. Then, maybe he shouldn’t have stopped communicating with her for the last three years. “Just out of curiosity, if you knocked me out with that paperweight, would you give me CPR?”


  Her eyes narrowed. Still, she looked as lovely as ten years ago. Those beautiful blue eyes, slightly upturned nose, and auburn hair reaching just below her chin… Her heart-shaped face and small stature made her look younger than her years. She didn’t change much. Except she used to wear brighter clothes and her eyes were kinder when she looked at him.


  “I wouldn’t give you mouth-to-mouth. Just chest compressions.” She stepped back.


  A chuckle escaped his lips against his will. “I recognize my Sierra.”


  Something flashed in her eyes. Sadness? Regret? Wistfulness? “I’m not your Sierra. Not anymore. I’ll never be again. Ever.”


  So he had lost her. His heart constricted. Edgar had chosen a career over staying with Sierra in their hometown. He’d done great for himself, but too many times he’d wished Sierra had been there to celebrate his successes, share painful times, and just simply… be.


  She walked to the door, for some reason limping a little. “I need to close up this place.” She threw the words over her shoulder.


  If that wasn’t the sign of dismissal, he didn’t know what was. He caught up with her fast. “Oh, the reason I’m here—”


  She whirled around. “It’s too late to pick up where we left off. We’re done. D-O-N-E.”


  This wasn’t going well was an understatement. His heart dropped. If he ever harbored hopes of getting back with Sierra, which he had, now he knew exactly where he stood. “Well, that wasn’t the reason I came to see you.”


  Her palm flew to her mouth. “No?”


  Judging by the way he conducted business right now, probably nobody would believe he was a successful executive. He shifted from one foot to the other under her stare. “No. My uncle is marrying your aunt.”


  She grimaced, wilting against the nearest desk. “Yeah, Rios Azules is a small town. I’ll have to see you at the wedding.”


  Huh. It just got worse. Did she grow to resent him that much?


  “You’ll see me a lot before the wedding. My uncle asked me to be the best man.”


  He winced under her scowl. She obviously didn’t approve his uncle’s choice. “Interesting. He has plenty of other nephews. Ones who actually live in Rios Azules.”


  He stepped closer. He used to love the coconut scent of her shampoo, and it still made his blood rush. “I took two weeks of vacation after having none for years. My uncle wants to make his bride happy, and his bride requested I help with whatever you need.”


  “What I need is for you to leave. With Aunt Willow, our relatives, and myself, we’ll take care of the wedding preparations, thank you very much,” she said through her teeth.


  The Sierra he knew was much kinder than this and wouldn’t hold the grudge. Maybe he really shouldn’t have stopped calling her. Except he couldn’t hear her voice and stay away from her any longer. It had been too painful to say good-bye to her on the phone. If he’d kept talking to her, he’d have dropped everything and returned to Rios Azules.


  He hadn’t made it as far as he had by surrendering at the first obstacle. “Your aunt said you might feel this way. She said to help you in everything except what you just mentioned.”


  “Huh.” Sierra folded her arms on her chest. “Aunt Willow knows me well. But matchmaking is ten years too late. You’re welcome to return to Houston until the wedding, and I’ll tell the bride and bridegroom you’ve done whatever you could.”


  He held her gaze. “Based on the list of her demands my uncle mentioned, you could use some help. How about we have dinner at The Café and talk about it over a lobster and chocolate ice cream?”


  She’d always had a weakness for seafood and ice cream. He remembered too many things about her, like the way her lips tasted when he’d kissed her for the first time.


  He gave himself a mental headshake. No thinking like that!


  Those lips pursed, but her gaze softened. “You’re not going to bribe me.”


  “You do want your aunt to be happy, don’t you?” He stared into eyes that once looked at him with so much love. Longing stirred inside him. He missed those times.


  “That’s blackmail. Okay. One dinner. Business dinner.”


  “Yes!” He did a fist pump.


  “I’m going to give you a few items on my aunt’s list. I don’t think you’re going to like them.” She turned around and opened the door.


  Right in his face. He barely avoided being knocked down.


  He proceeded with caution. He was in excellent physical shape thanks to regular workouts.


  Hopefully, this wouldn’t become a habit, or he wouldn’t make it to his uncle’s wedding.
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  Sierra sat in the booth breathing in familiar, comforting scents of fried shrimp and biscuits. She used to love The Café with its cozy atmosphere, colorful fish in huge aquariums, seascapes, and of course, scrumptious seafood and desserts. After Edgar left, she’d avoided it. Tonight, this place and bittersweet memories clogged her throat and made her swallow hard.


  She slipped off her painful shoes under the table and handed her menu back to Nina. “Iced tea and lobster, please.”


  Edgar returned his menu, as well. “The same. Thank you. Please bring extra slices of lemon.”


  For a moment, her heart warmed. He remembered she liked her iced tea sour, not sweet. Sierra steeled herself against the feeling and reminded her silly heart this wasn’t a reunion, but a business dinner.


  Edgar hadn’t cared enough to keep in touch. As much as she’d tried to hold on to resentment inside her, it dissipated fast, replaced with joy at seeing him again and a certain unwelcome longing.


  She shouldn’t have feelings for him any longer. It was too late for that.


  As soon as Nina’s low heels clicked away, Sierra leaned forward. “Let’s get to business. I’ll start with the list.”


  “Hold on.” He lifted his hand. “You might not believe me, but I missed you. You have no idea how much I missed you.”


  Not nearly as much as she’d missed him. The longing intensified as she looked into his blue eyes. Oh, why did he have to go that route? Or to be so devastatingly handsome? Even with a slight five-o’clock shadow, his chiseled features could easily decorate a magazine cover.


  She made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “We have the past, but it’s just that—the past. If you missed me, why didn’t you call for three years? Busy much?”


  Emotion darkened his eyes. Maybe it was merely the effect of the dim restaurant light. “It’s not that—”


  “Doesn’t matter anymore.” Her heart shifted. If she heard his reasons, she might believe him. Except she’d already made that mistake once. “Back to business. Aunt Willow wants hand-drawn invitations and French cuisine for her wedding. She’s alternating between snails and frogs.”


  His eyebrows shot up. “I’ll take care of invitations. Can we talk her out of snails and frogs?”


  “Working on it.” She felt a little jolt of satisfaction. Not everything could be resolved with sweeping into town and snapping his fingers. “Now, the wedding dress. It’s crucial. We have a beautiful vintage dress that is passed down through generations. It’s one of a kind.”


  She suppressed a sigh. She’d once dreamed the heirloom dress would be passed to her and she’d wear it when she married Edgar. How naive.


  “Great.” He leaned against the back of his booth. “So the dress issue is solved already. One item off the list.”


  She wiggled her finger at him. “Not so fast.” She hesitated, trying to find words that wouldn’t be offensive to her aunt, who wasn’t quite as willowy as her name. “Aunt Willow can’t fit in that dress. She saw a wedding dress designed by London Hutchins. Ms. Hutchins has a design business out of a store in Crossroads. It’s called Snow White Bridal. Ms. Hutchins agreed to make alterations and combine the vintage family dress with the modern dress Aunt Willow liked. And, well, make it fit my aunt. Aunt Willow already sent the outfit for alterations to Ms. Hutchins.”


  “Good. This way we can return to snails and frogs. Hmmm, what’s wrong with steak and lobster?”


  She nearly snorted. Everything seemed to be easy in his world. Through the grapevine, she’d heard how much he’d achieved. On the contrary, she’d placed her dreams on hold for her family and stayed in status quo for years.


  Okay, envy never helped anyone. She drew a deep breath of mouthwatering scents and pulled her cell phone out of her jacket pocket. “I should check on the dress while we’re waiting.” Better to be useful than to get lost in his blue eyes again.


  She called the store.


  “Rhonda Snow speaking.” The older female voice didn’t sound like the young, perky designer Sierra talked to when she’d called about alterations.


  “May I speak to London Hutchins, please?”


  “I’m sorry, but she’s not available. I’m the store owner. Could I help you with something?” The voice became sweeter.


  “Um, sure. We sent a dress for alterations. It’s a vintage dress of a cream shade, embroidered with silk flowers and pearls. It’s made from silk and lace and has long sleeves and a floor-length skirt. I wanted to follow up on when it’s going to be ready.” Sierra gave the name and address.


  The click-clack of low heels and delicious scents announced the arrival of food.


  “Thank you,” she mouthed to Nina.


  “Let me check.” After a pause, Ms. Snow came back on the line. “I’m sorry, but I believe that dress was sold.”


  “What?!” Sierra squeaked. No. No. No. It couldn’t be. Could. Not. Be. “It’s a family heirloom we’ve passed through generations.”


  “I’m so…”


  Blood rushed through her head, its oceanic whoosh drowning out the woman’s words. Focus. Just focus until something made sense.


  “…then I guess it was put on display by mistake, and one of the brides loved it so much she bought it. My sincerest apologies.” Ms. Rhonda Snow’s voice dipped. “I’m happy to offer you any dress in the store as a compensation, as well as shoes and accessories.”


  Sierra’s phone slipped from her hands and landed between the lobster, grilled vegetables, and lemon wedges. Her hand shaking, she fumbled to pick up the even slipperier phone.


  “What happened?” Edgar handed her napkins.


  She wiped the surface of spicy herbed butter now oozing over it. At least, she didn’t drop her cell phone into her iced tea. “Aunt’s dress was sold by mistake.”


  “Let me talk to them.” He extended his hand.


  She shook her head. This had nothing to do with him. It wasn’t like she’d ever wear that dress and walk down the aisle to him. No way could he even understand what it meant—to Aunt Willow or her. That wedding dress wasn’t just a part of a family tradition. It was a symbol of love and happiness. Now the dress disappeared. Just like her dream to ever marry Edgar. How fitting.


  Poor Aunt Willow, who was often distressed over much smaller issues!


  Tears burned behind Sierra’s eyes, but she kept them at bay. She did her best to still tremor in her hands.


  There had to be something she could do. There had to be!


  “Ms. Snow, are you still there?” She tightened her fingers around the phone. “Can you give me the bride’s name and the address, please?”


  There was a pause. “I’m sorry, but it’s confidential. Besides, I can’t provide it by phone. Please understand me. I’m sure you wouldn’t want me to share your aunt’s information with anybody, either. Once again, my apologies. We do have a great selection of dresses.”


  “Thank you for your help.” What a ridiculous thing to say. What else was there to say or do? The dress was gone.


  Her heart heavy, Sierra disconnected and stared at her food, her appetite gone. The lump in her throat grew. “Aunt Willow will be devastated,” she told the lobster.


  No need to tell anyone how she felt. Didn’t matter anyway.


  “Let me think.” Edgar sounded as confident as always. “What if we go to the bridal shop and talk to the owner in person? Maybe I can persuade her to help us in our predicament and give us the address. Selling the dress was gross negligence on their part, so I’m sure they’ll assist in any way possible. Then we approach the bride and talk her into giving up the dress in favor of a different one.”


  Hope warred with her irritation. “Not everything as easy as you think it is. It’s two days’ drive from Rios Azules to Crossroads. Besides, Ms. Snow might not give us the bride’s address, anyway.”


  His eyes hardened. “I’m just trying to help.”


  Ouch. She winced at a sting of guilt. When had she started getting so defensive? Probably around the time he’d broken her heart.


  She said grace, adding a prayer for Aunt Willow.


  Then she took a sip of her cold drink. “I appreciate it.” She poked into her grilled squash and zucchini. “Maybe I’m wrong, and Auntie isn’t too set on this particular dress.”


  “I hope so.” He studied her over the tip of his glass while sipping his tea, his eyes unreadable.


  She used to be able to read him easily…. Her heart shifted.


  Back to pressing matters. Sierra snatched her phone again and called her aunt. After Sierra summarized the situation, a pause stretched on the line.


  “Not going well?” Edgar mouthed while devouring his lobster.


  Something fell on the other side of the line. She gasped. “I hope I’m wrong, but Aunt Willow might’ve fainted.”


  He didn’t even blink. “I think it’s safe to say she’s set on that dress.”


  “I can’t believe this is happening. How could they make that mistake?” When Auntie came back, tears whimpered in her voice. She sniffled. “I can’t imagine getting married in anything else.”


  Compassion tightened around Sierra’s rib cage while her fingers did the same around the cold glass she lifted. “Ms. Snow said she had a great selection at her shop. We can find another beautiful dress.”


  She hoped.


  “That was one of a kind!” Aunt Willow’s voice rose as if she couldn’t believe her favorite niece would even suggest such a thing. “I’m not feeling too good. What if it’s a sign I shouldn’t get married, especially at my age? Maybe I should call the wedding off.”


  “What?” Sierra plunked the glass back on the table.


  She loved her aunt too much to let her make such a mistake. It wouldn’t be easy to find another man who’d be willing to take care of her aunt for the rest of her life. Aunt Willow was a sweetheart, but she could be rather needy and a tad demanding. Ask Sierra how she knew.


  Her mind whirled. “No. You deserve to be happy with the man you love. I–I…” Left with no choice, she took a deep breath. “Edgar and I will drive to Crossroads and track down the bride.”


  “That’s so nice of you.” Aunt Willow’s voice became as saccharine as Sierra’s favorite chocolate ice cream. “I always liked that sweet boy. Tell him thank you for me.”


  “I… will.” Sierra squeaked. “How are you feeling now?”


  “Much better.” Aunt’s voice did perk up considerably before she disconnected.


  “I hope you’re a good road trip companion.” Edgar had the audacity to wink at her.


  Uh-oh.


  What did she get herself into? Sierra peered at the man she’d tried to hate for years and resisted the urge to hit her head against the nearest wall.


  “Aunt Willow says thank you to the sweet boy.” She nudged the plate closer. He’d already finished his lobster while hers was still staring at her.


  “Sweet boy, huh? That’s something I haven’t been called in years.” A grin curled his lips.


  Yeah, and she hadn’t called him her love in years, either. She twisted off the claws and removed the meat from the thumb. As she tried the food, her palate welcomed the taste. Then she grabbed the lobster cracker and pressed on the large part of the claw.


  Thwack!


  A piece of the claw somehow escaped and flew in Edgar’s direction.


  Oh no!


  She gasped.


  Thankfully, he had a quick reaction and ducked before the lobster landed on him.


  “Oops.” She sent him an apologetic glance.


  He rubbed his forehead. “No harm done. Especially compared with a near miss of the paperweight on my head. But if I didn’t know you well, I’d be considering a helmet for the road trip.”


  Her eyes widened. “Are we going on the motorcycle?” Then it dawned on her. “Oh. Okay. I see. This lobster hit was purely by accident.” She managed to get the meat out of the other claw without sending any debris in Edgar’s direction.


  When she separated the tail from the lobster’s body, he pushed his chair away just a tad.


  She savored the yummy meat as she fished it out with the lobster fork. “Maybe it’s not a good time to tell you I’m not the world’s best driver.”


  To her surprise, he smiled. “I remember that part. But you’re smart, fun to be with, pretty, and usually, don’t endanger other people. I look forward to spending a lot of time with you again.”


  Warming up inside, she drank her tea. Edgar still considered her all those things. Just not enough to stay with her, apparently.


  Lord, please help me. My aunt needs that dress, but I can’t survive having my heart broken again.
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  The next morning, Edgar pulled up to the small, buttermilk-colored stucco cottage. Beds of pink roses, a welcome doormat with a smiley face, and the bright color of the house suited so well the cheerful girl he’d once fallen for.


  His first love… his only one so far.


  He parked his sports car. He’d thought he’d forget Sierra eventually. He’d needed to prove to his father he could make it in a big city. He’d needed to help his younger brother pay for his education.


  After turning off the engine, Edgar dashed to the porch. Those reasons had seemed important enough to pursue his career, and they still were, though his father barely spoke to him now. Not a day had passed without Edgar thinking about Sierra.


  If he still prayed on a regular basis like in childhood, he’d ask God if He meant this trip as a second chance with Sierra. Ever since his father’s unfair treatment, praying had become difficult. Besides, Edgar had been so busy since moving to Houston that praying and going to church somehow had been pushed to the side for when he’d have more time. That time hadn’t come yet.


  Being around Sierra brought on thoughts about God because she’d been the one to teach him to pray.


  If his own father didn’t seem to love Edgar, giving all his affection to his younger brother instead, how could he believe Sierra’s words that God loved him with an unconditional, merciful, everlasting love?


  Something thumped inside the house, and then the girl—no, the woman—who’d invaded Edgar’s dreams for too long appeared outside. Pink jeans and sneakers and a T-shirt with a dog on it suited her much better than the black pantsuit yesterday. Then his jaw slackened at the huge forest-green suitcase she was dragging, and he hurried to help her.


  “Good morning, Sierra.” His muscles strained as he carried the ginormous thing to his vehicle. This suitcase must weigh more than she did. “How did you lift this thing by yourself?”


  “Good morning. Who said I lifted it?” She was out of breath as she locked the front door. “I dragged it.”


  “That explains it.” He popped the trunk open and frowned. While he didn’t have much luggage, just one bag, and some sports cars had a lot of cargo space, his wasn’t one of them. “I don’t think it’s going to fit.”


  “It has to fit.” She caught up with him and grimaced. “Aunt Willow gave me this suitcase two weeks ago. She made me promise I’d take it on any trip I go.”


  “You must love your aunt very much.” Maybe he could tie it to the top somehow, or rent a car.


  “I do.” Her chin tipped. “Oh, I know. We can take my car.”


  Great. Edgar pushed away the memories of white-knuckled drives when he’d taught her to drive. When she said she wasn’t the world’s best driver, she wasn’t lying.


  He studied the small sedan in the driveway. “It’s not much bigger than mine.”


  “But it has a bigger trunk. The sooner we stop arguing, the sooner we’ll be on the road, and the sooner we’ll be done with all this.” She marched to her car.


  Hmmm, once upon a time, she wasn’t so eager to get rid of his company. He stifled his disappointment.


  His luggage would have to travel inside in the back, where he moved it from his car. After some wiggling and grunting, he managed to squeeze her suitcase in the trunk.


  He extended his palm for her keys.


  “No, I’ll drive.” She slid into the driver’s seat. “You can drive when I get tired and sleepy.”


  He could go with her logic, but he didn’t have a good feeling about it. He ran around the vehicle, climbed in the passenger seat, and clicked the seat belt.


  This was going to be an interesting trip. Maybe, just maybe, Edgar could win back part of her affection. His heart skipped a beat. Why it mattered so much that Sierra would like him again, he didn’t know.


  He’d built his life in Houston, and she was set on staying in Rios Azules. Besides, by the looks of it, it would take a long time before she forgave him for leaving her behind.


  Her car smelled of coconut air-freshener, just like her shampoo, and in rushed wonderful memories of holding her hand while at the movies, hugging her when they watched a romantic comedy at home, or helping her with her endless pets.


  Sierra always said God had a purpose for everybody and everything. Considering the circumstances, this trip couldn’t be something to bring them together, could it? Definitely not to Sierra, if her frown was any indication.


  She turned the key in the ignition, and the motor revved to life. Pursing her lips, she drove off. He sensed tension in the pressed line of her mouth, and his heart sank a little. Things used to be so natural between the two of them. A longing told him he missed those times.


  As they were approaching the gas station on the outskirts of Rios Azules, he glanced in her direction again. “Do you have enough fuel for a long trip?”


  Her chin tipped. “I know what I’m doing.” Then she put the right-turn blinker and pulled up to the gas station. “Well, it doesn’t hurt to get more.”


  He suppressed a chuckle. “Your tank is nearly empty, isn’t it?”


  She flipped her auburn hair back in a familiar gesture as she parked near a vacant pump. “Well, I didn’t anticipate taking my car, and I don’t need much fuel to get around a small town.”


  “I’ll pump fuel while you get yourself a cup of coffee or a soda.” He leaped out of the vehicle. For a moment, he expected her to protest and declare her independence again.


  Instead, her gaze was thankful and strangely sad. “Thanks. That’s… nice of you.”


  As she headed to the convenience store, he pressed the buttons on the pump screen. Apparently, Sierra had to stand on her own feet and take care of others, so even small gestures of kindness were unusual for her. He wanted to change that, and nostalgia tugged at him.


  His eyes narrowed as he removed the pump handle. He couldn’t leave his heart in Rios Azules for the second time. He just couldn’t. He’d have to resist his attraction to a feisty girl with eyes that seemed to look into his soul.


  As she strolled back from the convenience store with two paper cups in her hands, he couldn’t look away. Her red hair flowed in the wind, and pink jeans hugged her slim legs. The familiar smile she finally gave him made his heart flip-flop. Argh. She still had that effect on him.


  “Hello, Sierra!” A tall man too handsome for Edgar’s liking rushed to her from a luxury car. Hmmm, apparently Edgar wasn’t the only one watching her.


  “Hello, Kyle.” She gave him a bright smile—too bright—and a quick hug. Sadly, she didn’t spill any coffee on the guy in the process. “Glad to see you.”


  Something clicked in Edgar’s hand. What was it? He looked at the handle in his grip. The tank was full.


  The Kyle guy told her something Edgar couldn’t hear. A smile still playing on her plump lips, Sierra nodded. Her face lit up as Kyle talked to her. He leaned way too close. Hadn’t the guy heard about personal space?


  Edgar swallowed hard as he got a vibe they were old friends. Maybe more than friends?


  A flare of jealousy was totally uncalled for. He had no rights to Sierra. She could date, hug, or kiss whomever she wanted. His silly heart didn’t want to understand that.


  Judging by the way her lips moved, she said good-bye, and the guy strode back to his expensive car. Finally! Edgar released a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.


  Then he climbed inside her vehicle, which cramped his massive frame.


  He wouldn’t mention the guy. He couldn’t care less.


  “Who was that?” he said as soon as she slipped inside her sedan.


  “Kyle Smith. He owns a chain of grocery stores.” She placed cups of coffee in the console and started the engine. The motor woke up to life.


  Good thing he had high self-esteem, so the guy’s obvious well-off status wasn’t intimidating. Not much, anyway. “Hmmm.” That sounded neutral enough, right?


  She pulled out of the gas station. “He’s an awesome guy. We used to date.”


  Really good thing he had high self-esteem. His fingers drummed against the car door handle. She said “used to”. The things were in the past. He hoped. “What happened?”


  If Kyle Smith was stupid enough to leave a girl like Sierra… Hold on. He’d left her, and he wasn’t stupid. Well, the circumstances were different.


  A line marred her forehead. “We weren’t made for each other. We both realized we were trying to forget somebody else by dating the wrong person. Thankfully, Kyle married the woman of his dreams. They are happy together.”


  Air whooshed out of his lungs. “I’m glad for them.” He meant every word.


  Hmmm, was it him she’d tried to forget? Just like he’d tried to forget her all these years?


  She gestured to the coffee cup closest to him. “I bought that for you. Black, the way you like it.”


  He took the cup and sipped the hot, flavorful drink, but it wasn’t what warmed him. Her words were. “You still remember.”


  “I remember many things I probably shouldn’t.” She made a turn. “It would be easier if I could forget.”


  “I don’t want to forget. I want to carry them in my heart forever.” Like the amazing sensations he’d experienced when he’d drawn her close for the first time … when he’d brushed his lips against hers. His pulse spiked. Safer to talk about something else. “Why did you never go to college like you wanted? Leave your hometown?”


  “I did take a few college courses from time to time, mostly online. You know why I never went for the degree I wanted. First, Aunt Willow was sick. I couldn’t leave her.” Her voice dipped.


  “But seems she’s been doing much better for years.” He glanced at her over the paper rim.


  “Then my sister died in Houston. My parents were grieving. I couldn’t leave them in their grief alone. And as much as I explained to them the accident could’ve happened anywhere, they were especially reluctant for me to go to Houston.” Her shoulders slumped forward. “Then my younger sister needed help, then my uncle, then Aunt Willow again. And then… I guess I got used to the routine. It was comfortable. Besides, I felt it was too late to change things. It takes a long time to become a veterinarian.”


  “It’s never too late. You were always so bright. You even had a scholarship.”


  She sighed as she slowed around a curve. “I lost that scholarship. Every year I thought the next year would be the one everything would change. Then, something happened each time. First, Aunt Willow’s sickness. Then my younger sister had a child right after she lost her husband. I couldn’t abandon her in the time of need, could I? Next year, Aunt Willow had a relapse. Next year, Uncle Bob asked me to assist in his failing business. I figured it wasn’t meant to be for me.”


  “So you gave up on your dreams to help your family?” While he could admire that, compassion constricted his rib cage.


  “That, and maybe I figured it was safer not to change anything.” Her voice dipped further.


  He couldn’t bear to hear her misery. “I don’t recognize you. I had no clue what I wanted to do with my life until the year of graduation. But nearly as long as I remember you, you talked about how much you wanted to be a veterinarian. Most of the time I saw you, besides dinners at a restaurant, of course, you were with a dog or a kitten or a sparrow with a broken wing.”


  She chuckled. “You helped me take care of them, and you didn’t even like cats.”


  “I just prefer dogs.” He did his best to push the memories out of his mind. “Where’s that girl who always reminded me that, with God, everything was possible? You were the one who encouraged me to follow God’s calling.”


  “I guess she was sleeping all these years, and it’s time for her to wake up.” Her voice perked up somewhat, and she seemed to press on the accelerator, jerking the car forward. “There’s a university in Houston I’d love to attend to complete my degree in biology. But what would happen to all my pets?”


  “You can take them with you.”


  “I’ve got two dogs, two cats, a dove, and a frog. I know some apartments are pet-friendly. But can they be that pet-friendly?”


  Hmmm… “Maybe Aunt Willow could take them?”


  She grimaced. “Um, I felt bad asking her to help with the animals, even for several days while we go to Crossroads and back.”


  “You know what they say. Where there’s a will, there’s a way.”


  “Enough talking about the past. I hope Ms. Snow will give us the bride’s address, and we can wrap this up. No pun intended.”


  He coughed a little. “About wrapping it up. I took the liberty to call the bridal store. I didn’t get the bride’s address. But I managed to find out the bride was from overseas.”


  “What?” She jerked the steering wheel to the right.


  Okay, maybe Edgar should’ve waited to disclose that information until he was the one driving. Too late now.


  “How far overseas?” Sierra straightened the car.


  “A place near Warsaw.” Edgar braced himself.


  Thankfully, she kept the vehicle in the middle of her lane this time. “Please tell me Warsaw is a small town somewhere in the United States I don’t know of, not the capital of—”


  “Poland.”


  She groaned. “I wanted to travel overseas, but not this way.”


  “I’ll pay for the trip,” he added quickly.


  “It’s not that.” Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel as she changed lanes. “Not just that. Thank you, though. The thing is…I don’t want to spend much time with you.”


  Really, really good thing he had high self-esteem. “I can’t say I feel too flattered right now.”


  He spotted the peccary as it crossed the road, followed by its babies. “Be careful!”


  She gasped and tapped on the brake. The car in the oncoming lane seemed to overcompensate by shooting into their lane.


  Everything inside Edgar went cold. It was either risk head-on collision or go off the road.


  Sierra jerked the wheel to the right.
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  With an effort, Sierra opened her heavy eyelids. Her head hurt. She blinked everything into focus. Where was she? Trees? The field? Then memories flooded.


  Oh no! She slowly moved her fingers, then her toes.


  Edgar! Her hands trembling, she unbuckled her seat belt.


  “Are… are you okay?” Everything inside her shaking, she touched his hand, then his face.


  She couldn’t lose him. She… just couldn’t. Tears burned behind her eyes. In a way, she did lose him when he’d moved to Houston, but he was alive. He… existed.


  “Edgar, please, please open your eyes. Please!” She couldn’t see any blood, but it didn’t mean much. She blinked furiously to keep tears at bay as she leaned close.


  Phone! She needed to call 911.


  His eyelashes fluttered. “Sierra…”


  “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know what to do, so I went off the road. And then I couldn’t brake fast enough to avoid hitting a tree.” Tears spilled from her eyes as she fished her cell phone from her pocket.


  He sat up and clicked the seat belt open. “I’m… fine. I think… I’m fine. A bit shaken up, but nothing major. However, we should get out of the car in case it explodes.”


  “Yes. I know. We should.” She unbuckled with a loud click, grabbed her purse, put its strap over her shoulder, and scrambled out of the car. The earth moved in front of her, and she had to wait before it became steady again. Then she fished out her phone from her purse and pressed the numbers 911 on the screen.


  He was okay. He was okay. He was okay. Those three words pulsed inside her head. Thank You, Lord, for saving Edgar and me.


  Her foggy mind registered something was wrong as she relayed the situation to the dispatcher. She disconnected, slipped the phone into her purse, and rubbed her forehead.


  Edgar was still in the car! He must’ve been hurt more than he’d let on.


  No, no, no!


  Lord, please, please, please help Edgar be okay. Please!


  Her legs, with bones turning soft as if they were made from cotton, didn’t want to obey, but she forced herself to dash back to the car. She stumbled over something on the ground, and the earth flew from under her feet. In a desperate attempt to regain her balance, her arms flailed. She hit her vehicle palms first and winced from the pain reverberating through her arms.


  No time to think about that. At least she didn’t fall.


  Not paying attention to her scratched palms, she pulled the car door handle. “Edgar! What’s wrong?”


  “The seat belt stuck. I can’t get out.” His gaze was grim.


  Okay.


  Okay.


  She could deal with a stuck seat belt.


  She drew a deep breath of air filled with gasoline fumes and grass scent.


  “Let me try.” She leaned over him, the fragrance of his expensive cologne assaulting her nostrils. For years, she’d dreamed of being close to him again, but not under these circumstances. She pressed the button a few times, but the seat belt didn’t budge.


  “Get out of here.” His voice rose. “If the car goes up in flames, I don’t want you to be anywhere close.”


  “Right. Like I’d leave you here.” In other times, she’d snort that he even suggested it.


  Think.


  Oh, she had a pair of miniature scissors in her purse. Granted, they were manicurist scissors, but better than nothing. She opened her purse and grimaced at the chaos there. She really needed to organize it better.


  After a few incredibly long seconds, she let out a yelp. “Found scissors!”


  She started cutting the seat belt. The fabric was thick, and she grunted at her lack of progress.


  “Sierra! What did I just tell you? You’re putting yourself at risk.” Urgency tightened his voice.


  She didn’t even blink and continued sawing the seat belt. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears.


  Lord, please help us.


  Next time before she’d go on the trip, she’d get the most gigantic scissors she could fit into her purse. No, she’d get a bigger purse, too.


  “Sierra!”


  Okay, she was halfway there. “Hmmm. I’m going to tell you this with all the tenderness I currently possess. Please shut up and let me finish this.”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone like you.”


  “I’m one of a kind.” Finally! Air whooshed out of her lungs. “Done.”


  He leaped out of the car. Great! He didn’t seem wounded.


  He grasped her hand, and they dashed away from the vehicle.


  Seconds later, a heat wave hit them in the back, and an explosion thundered in the air. She gasped as its force nearly sent her to the ground. The stench of smoke filled her lungs.


  He pulled her up as she shuddered in a cough. Eyes wide, she stared at something that so little time ago was her vehicle, and her insides shook.


  “I’m sorry about your luggage,” she whispered.


  “Sorry about your car.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder. “And Aunt Willow’s suitcase.”


  She leaned into him, drinking in much-needed support. A hard lump formed in her throat, and she stifled a sniffle. “The main thing—we’re both alive.”


  “If not for you, I wouldn’t be.” Emotion thickened his voice.


  “If not for God’s glory.” As much as she’d tried to get used to the thought of living her life without Edgar, at least she knew he was somewhere, hopefully happy. She couldn’t bear the thought of losing him forever.


  Thank You, Lord, for saving us.


  Sirens wailed in the distance.


  “So glad you had those scissors.”


  Despite the grave situation, a weak smile tugged at her lips. “I dress casually, but I’m a girly girl at heart. I like my manicure, so I always have nail polish and manicurist scissors with me.”


  The wail of the sirens neared.


  He turned to her and cupped her face. “Don’t ever put your life in danger for me again.”


  A strange wave spread through her at his touch. Must be her strung-up nerves making her feel weird. “If the situation was reversed, and my seat belt was stuck, wouldn’t you do the same for me?”


  He leaned closer to her. “Of course I would. But it’s different.”


  “How?” She nearly died, her vehicle and her luggage, including Aunt Willow’s beloved suitcase, were in the process of being destroyed, and still, his proximity wreaked havoc on her senses. Something must be seriously wrong with her.


  “I don’t want anything to happen to you.” His eyes darkened.


  “Listen, this is our trip together. For better or for worse.” Uh-oh. Realizing how that sounded, she cleared her throat. “Well, you know what I mean. I’m not going to leave you in danger. Especially if I’m somewhat responsible for it.”


  “I wanted to tell you—”


  Lights flashing, an ambulance and a police cruiser halted near them.


  “What did you want to tell me?” Expectancy burned her eyes as they searched his face.


  “Never mind. This is going to be a long trip.”


  Swallowing her disappointment, she nodded. “No kidding. And we didn’t even make it far from Rios Azules yet.”
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  Edgar’s fingers tightened around the rental car’s steering wheel. “It was nice of the police officer to give us a ride to the car rental place in the nearest town.”


  “True.” Her stomach growled.


  What was he thinking? She must be starved. Hunger pains clasped his belly, too. “Let’s stop somewhere to eat. What would you like?” He glanced at a sign announcing they were approaching a town.


  “I’m not picky.” Her voice cheered up.


  “If not to count the fact that your favorite food is lobster.” He chuckled, glad for her change of mood. He wanted to protect her, help her, and instead she could’ve died in the car explosion.


  “Lobster happens to be delicious. Besides, I only had it when I was with you.” Her voice dipped.


  He frowned as he passed a car. While it warmed him that he’d given her the food she’d loved, couldn’t she afford it on her own? “Because… Hold on. I remember you were saving for your education. But when you didn’t go anywhere…” It dawned on him, and he nearly slapped himself on the forehead. He threw a glance her way. “You paid for your aunt Willow’s medical bills, didn’t you?”


  “What needed to be done needed to be done.” Tension coated her voice.


  “And then you needed to help your younger sister who became a single mother? Probably your uncle, too, whose business was failing? You can’t help everyone.” He nearly cringed. “Sometimes you have to think about yourself, too.”


  With all her spunk, Sierra was also softhearted, and her family obviously took advantage of her.


  “I felt it was the right thing to do. God wants us to help other people.”


  “Yes, those who need help. But a line should be drawn when people dump all their problems on you.” His throat constricted. It didn’t matter he’d helped his younger brother for years, often working so hard he could barely see straight. His brother had taken it for granted and had spent Edgar’s hard-earned income on partying instead of tuition.


  He pushed the thoughts away. It wasn’t about him right now. “Since I remember you, you always wanted to become a veterinarian. You can’t let other people stand in the way of your dream.”


  “You should know,” she muttered. “People and, okay, pets matter to me. Family matters to me. I know your parents didn’t always treat you fairly, and I’m sorry for it. But doesn’t your family matter to you?”


  He swallowed hard. His father had always been much stricter on him than on his younger brother, creating a painful divide. Unlike Sierra, Edgar hadn’t volunteered for the family obligations, he’d been thrown into them. It had been his job to do household chores or babysit his brother while his parents had been working or going out. Thankfully, Sierra had helped him and even made it fun.


  Then it came time to earn money to pay not only for his own education but also for his brother and his rather lavish lifestyle. When Edgar had finally gotten tired of working several jobs in Houston and studying simultaneously—he’d been falling asleep in his classes—he’d tried to draw the line. For that, he’d been labeled an ungrateful son.


  When things had started going better for him, he’d resumed payments, but not his love for his parents and his sibling. By then, his brother had dropped out of college due to too much partying and had difficulty holding down a job. Apparently, Edgar’s kindness had enabled his brother’s bad behavior.


  “My family matters to me. I don’t think I matter to them.” His tone was dry as he pressed on the accelerator.


  “I’m sorry. I really hope things will change. And… maybe your parents and your sibling want to make amends but don’t know how. I hope one day you’ll be able to talk to them. I’ll pray for you, your parents, and your brother.” Such compassion sweetened her voice.


  It was always easy to talk to her about things he couldn’t talk about with anyone else. If they got married, it would be difficult to deal with all the demands her family placed on her. Well, he didn’t have to worry about that. The thought brought him bitterness instead of relief.


  “Hmmm, I think I’m in the mood for lasagna.” Was she trying to change the conversation?


  He glanced at the sign with the city limit of a small town. “Let’s see if they have an Italian restaurant here.”


  “Oh, I see one!” She pointed somewhere forward. “Though I doubt their lasagna can be as good as the one I make. Aunt Willow’s recipe.”


  For some reason, he became hungry for the lasagna made by Sierra and not any other one. “You sound pretty confident.” Then again, she’d been a good cook in high school, and her skills most likely only improved.


  Family dinners with her would’ve been wonderful.


  He nearly shook his head. No more looking back and obsessing over what might’ve been. He loved his life in Houston. He had a great job, plenty of good friends, and it wasn’t difficult to find a date if he wanted to. Only… Sierra had been part of his life for so long, nearly since he could remember himself, and it was lonely without her.


  She glanced at the dashboard clock. “On second thought, how about a drive-through down the road? I’d rather keep going instead of a long, sit-down dinner.”


  “Um, sure.” He spotted the drive-through while swallowing bitter disappointment. He already started looking forward to a long, sit-down dinner with Sierra. “What would you like? The same as when we were kids?”


  “Yep. A double-meat hamburger loaded with tomatoes, lettuce, cheese, and pickles. Extra pickles. And a large order of onion rings.”


  He chuckled. “I could’ve guessed.”


  Sierra always had a healthy appetite and wasn’t afraid to show it. No poking in a withered salad for her, like some of his dates did.


  He pulled up to the drive-through and placed their orders, except his included a large portion of fries instead of onion rings. Then he handed her the bag from which enticing scents of fried potatoes and meat emanated. As he leaned to her to pass the bag, she smelled of smoke, but somehow the slight scent of coconut shampoo remained. Just the fragrance made his head spin when he’d been a teenager, and it had the same effect now.


  Snap out of it, man.


  He pulled up to the empty spot in the restaurant parking lot and parked.


  Sierra bowed her head and said grace.


  “Amen,” he said after a pause.


  He’d stopped saying grace in Houston, stopped going to church. He’d rarely prayed. When had he grown so distant to God that he’d stopped making time for God in his life?


  His heart squeezed, pushing heated blood through his veins. Maybe he was so disappointed with his father—a Christian on the outside—for treating him so unfairly that he carried that resentment toward God, too. While finding himself distanced from his father, Edgar had distanced himself from his Heavenly Father, too.


  On the contrary, no matter what way Sierra’s family had treated her, her faith had never wavered. She reminded him about what was important.


  They gave their food its due, and his taste buds danced in delight at the hearty fare. He loved the combination of juicy meat, fluffy bun, crispy lettuce, and salty pickle.


  She grinned as she dipped a fry she stole from him in ketchup. “Remember all the times you took me to fast-food restaurants?”


  He didn’t mind sharing his fries with her in the least. “Of course.” Back when he’d barely started working and couldn’t afford fancier restaurants. His father’s rule was that, if Edgar wanted to date, he had to earn money to pay for the dates. For some reason, that rule didn’t apply to his brother, and Edgar stifled the familiar resentment. Remembering the good times with Sierra was much more fun. “You smeared ketchup on your T-shirt.”


  “Oops.” She chuckled, not looking embarrassed in the least.


  “At the end, you said you were full and took most of your hamburger to feed a stray dog.”


  “When you realized it, you went back and bought me another hamburger. That was very nice of you.”


  It also meant he didn’t have enough left to pay for the movies. Sierra hadn’t seemed to mind, and they’d gone to the park with a few of her pets, played with the dogs, and talked. Somehow, just being around her was awesome.


  Maybe he shouldn’t have remembered it because now nostalgia stirred inside him again.


  Minutes later, he disposed of the wrappings, and they were back on the road.


  “Tell me about your pets.” Okay, he wasn’t nearly as much an animal lover as she was, but what mattered to her mattered to him.


  “You really want to hear about them?” Her voice softened.


  “Of course.” He slowed around a curve.


  The next hours, he spent laughing about her pets’ antics, and a few times his breathing slowed when she described taking care of them while they were sick. Sierra had a quick temper and wasn’t always patient with people, but she was always patient with animals.


  Time passed in a blur as the rental ate up miles. As dusk darkened the horizon and lights flipped on in the various houses they passed, his eyelids started drooping. He rubbed his eyes.


  “I should take over driving.” Seeming to notice his predicament, Sierra placed her hand on his arm.


  They were so much in sync. Another thing Edgar had never been able to find in the women he’d dated in Houston.


  “You must be getting tired, too. I see lights ahead. Looks like a small town. How about we stop there, grab something to eat, and find a hotel for the night?” He paused, realizing she might misinterpret him. “I’ll rent two rooms, of course.”


  Her voice sounded sleepy when she said, “Sounds good to me. But I’ll pay for mine.”


  Hmmm. He survived the first day on the road with Sierra—a true accomplishment considering how the day had gone.
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  Deep in the night, a desperate scream assaulted Edgar’s eardrums and threw him out of the land of dreams. For a split-second, he stared at the darkness, trying to remember where he was.


  Oh, the hotel.


  The scream…. It was Sierra’s voice!


  A shiver traveled down his spine. He leaped out of his bed, groped the lamp switch, and pressed on it. The room lit up. Thankfully, he’d slept in his clothes—the only set of clothes he had after his luggage had gone up in flames.


  His heart hammering, he dashed to the hall and knocked on Sierra’s door. “Are you okay?”


  No answer, but definitely some commotion inside.


  “Sierra, are you—”


  A loud thud interrupted him as if something—or somebody—fell.


  Lord, please help Sierra be okay.


  The prayer appeared in his mind unexpectedly. Having grown apart from God, he hadn’t prayed much.


  He could ask the administrator to open the door, but he couldn’t wait that long. What if something had happened to Sierra, and she needed immediate help?


  He’d never before been so grateful to have CPR training. Bracing himself for the impact, he took a step back, then rushed forward. Pain reverberated through his body as his shoulder hit the door. The large chocolate-colored door shook and came off the hinges.


  Worry constricted his heart as he rushed inside the room.
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  Edgar stopped in his tracks.


  Sierra was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room, clasping what he assumed was a chandelier no longer attached to the ceiling.


  “What happened?” He took the poor chandelier out of her hands, placed it aside, and pulled her up.


  “Yes. I’d like to know that, too.” A male voice hit him between the shoulder blades. “I’m the administrator.”


  People started gathering outside the room, probably woken by the noise.


  “I think she might be still here!” Sierra’s eyes wide, she stared somewhere over his shoulder.


  He tensed. “Who? Did you have an intruder?”


  She visibly swallowed. “Um, you can say it this way. A mouse. She might still be in the room.”


  “A mouse? All this damage because of a mouse?” The administrator’s voice rose. “Who’s going to pay for the chandelier and the door?”


  Edgar raised his hand as he surveyed the place for the tiny intruder. “I will. Though you shouldn’t have pests in the rooms in the first place.” He drew Sierra close and stroked her fragile shoulders while doing his best not to notice how well she fit into his arms. “Shhhh. Don’t worry. That little rodent must be gone by now.”


  “I… I wouldn’t be so sure,” she said into his chest.


  A wave of tenderness spread through him. “I thought you loved animals.”


  Her wobbling smile as she glanced up tugged at him. He adored and hated her kindness toward her family. He’d admired her bravery when she’d cut his seat belt seconds before the explosion. Her fragility endeared her to him even more.


  He was falling for her again. Maybe he’d simply never stopped loving her, no matter how much he’d tried to persuade himself otherwise.


  “I do love animals. Just not mice and cockroaches.” Her lower lip trembled.


  “We don’t have cockroaches here.” The administrator huffed behind Sierra’s back.


  Edgar cupped her face. “I’ll tell you what. How about I take care of the incident, then we check out of this hotel and find another place to sleep? Hopefully, one without little guests.”


  “Thank you.” Her lips curved up more, touching a soft spot inside him. She touched the soft spot inside him every time he stared in her eyes.


  “I’ll go ring up the tally.” The administrator whirled around. “There’s nothing to look at here. Please, go to sleep,” he threw the words to the people as he marched to the hall.


  That guy could really use some people skills.


  Sierra tipped her dainty chin, a gesture so familiar to him. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we don’t have any luggage. We can check out quickly.”


  People filed away, and thankfully, they were alone soon.


  “That’s one of the things I like about you. You always managed to find the good even in bad situations. Like when you’d get a bad grade. Or when we had to stay at home to babysit my brother.” Reluctantly, he let her go no matter how much he loved the feeling of her in his arms.


  Some things never changed.


  Her eyes widened. “Hold on. You said… you liked me?”


  “I always did.” More than that, he had strong feelings for her—feelings that apparently had never gone away. It took one smile, one flutter of Sierra’s eyelashes, one embrace, and they flooded back full force.


  “But…” Her lips parted. Then she seemed to catch herself. “Well, never mind. Thank you for volunteering to pay for the damages.”


  “A broken door was my fault.” He tried to suppress a chuckle and failed. “Okay, let me get this straight. When you saw a mouse, you jumped and hung on a chandelier? Really?”


  She flipped her auburn hair back. “I was coming from the restroom and that… rodent was sitting near my bed. I didn’t want to get too close to it to climb onto the bed. The desk and chair seemed too far.”


  He sized up the distance to the ceiling. “How were you able to reach it? You probably broke some kind of record.”


  “Not funny.” Then she gasped. “Look, she came back!”


  The little animal darted to them, which didn’t make sense. It probably was as scared of Sierra as Sierra was of it. Thanks to a swift reaction, he managed to grab the mouse by the tail and lifted it.


  “Do you want me to give it to the administrator?” He turned to Sierra.


  Hmmm, where was she?


  Oh, on the armchair. On the back of the armchair. Good thing the armchair was near the wall, or she’d tip it over.


  “No,” she squeaked. “The administrator seemed rather… cruel. Just let the poor thing go. But somewhere far from here.”


  “Okay. I’ll release it outside.” He strode toward where the door used to be.


  “Wait!” A thump signified she climbed off the armchair. Obviously, with no chandeliers left, an armchair would do in a pinch. “I’ll go with you. In case this tiny animal brought friends or family.”


  He suppressed a grin as they walked outside, Sierra a sensible distance behind him, or rather, a sensible distance from the mouse. Based on this trip, he could be sure of one thing. Life with Sierra would never be boring. He froze. He could actually see himself spending a lifetime with her.


  What a ridiculous thought. Their lives and interests were in different parts of Texas. Besides, she probably didn’t forgive him for how he stopped talking to her. Even if she did… Promising her forever and leaving her again? He couldn’t do that.


  He’d have to resist his returning feelings for Sierra.


  He glanced back at her, and his heart skipped a beat.


  Yeah, he had some job ahead of him.
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  Next morning, yawning, Sierra knocked on the rental car window and winced back a sting of guilt. The next hotel only had one room, and Edgar had given it up for her, claiming he’d be comfortable sleeping in the vehicle. They were both too tired to go look for another hotel.


  She shouldn’t have let him do it. They should’ve taken turns sleeping in the car.


  He’d mentioned he’d had to sleep in his car for a month when he couldn’t afford the rent in Houston. She knew he’d given most of his earnings to his brother, and the rest had gone to pay for tuition. She bottled up a wave of anger at his family for using and abusing his kindness.


  Of course, she had no room to judge. She’d abused his kindness by letting him sleep in the vehicle and let her own family abuse her kindness. Maybe he had a point, and while being helpful and generous was good, there was a fine line to being taken advantage of.


  Judging by the frown and dark circles around his eyes as he opened the door, he wasn’t comfortable at all.


  She’d probably exaggerated when she’d said she was a great travel companion.


  Slightly.


  She handed him the tall cup that warmed her fingers and a bag with donuts. “Coffee. Black and sweet. The way you like it.”


  His features softened as he accepted the cup. “Thanks. I’ll need the energy boost to keep me awake while I’m driving.”


  Their fingers brushed, causing a jolt of awareness to shoot through her. Don’t get distracted! “Um, I think it’s my turn driving. Meanwhile, you can rest.”


  His eyes narrowed. “Are you sure?”


  She squared her shoulders. “I’ll be careful.” She surveyed the car with caution. “The mouse from that hotel wouldn’t run this far and hide in the car, would she?”


  He grinned. “I don’t think so. But if it did, I’ll catch it for you.” He opened the driver’s side door for her.


  Her heart shifted as she slipped inside. Things were so much easier when Edgar was around. She smiled more, laughed more, and cherished every moment more. She needed to remind herself that he’d only joined her on this trip to help his uncle, who’d been much kinder to him than his own parents.


  Edgar would be gone after Aunt Willow’s wedding.


  She swallowed a bitter taste. Then she should be thankful for her remaining moments with him. “You’re my hero.”


  “I’d love to be.” Something flashed in his eyes.


  Huh. She turned the key in the ignition as he walked around the car, and the engine revved to life. He took the passenger’s seat, and she drove out of the parking lot.


  He said grace and sipped his coffee.


  Hmmm. He’d obviously hesitated to join her when she’d said grace yesterday, and it had upset her. Did his praying mean he was coming back to God?


  The enticing coffee aroma spread through the car.


  Then he bit into the donut. “This is delicious. Thank you for getting it for me.”


  Hunger pains tightened her stomach. She’d been in such a hurry to get to him she’d skipped her own breakfast. “No need to thank me. It came complimentary with the room.”


  As she navigated traffic, she threw him a few glances. As soon as he finished the donut and coffee, his eyelids started drooping.


  Compassion squeezed her heart as she passed a van. Poor thing! He probably didn’t get much sleep in the vehicle, and before that, she’d woken him up with her scream while hanging on a chandelier.


  He placed the empty cup in the console and blinked as if trying to stay awake.


  She put on the country music station they both liked on low. “Feel free to go to sleep.”


  He turned to her. “You don’t need me to talk to you to keep you awake? Or watch out for animals? Or…”


  She shook her head as they passed the sign indicating they were leaving the town. “Hmmm, I wonder how did I survive all these years without you?”


  “I was trying to help.” His voice dipped.


  She’d carried the hurt for him never returning for her way too many years. She sighed. “I know.” It was way overdue to let resentment go.


  Maybe God had given her this trip precisely for that. Because surely it couldn’t be for her to have another chance with Edgar, could it?


  For some time, neither one of them said a word, only a famous country singer crooned about—what else?—love.


  The next time she looked at him, his eyes were closed, and his breathing became even.


  She let her grip around the steering wheel relax and hummed to the song in a low voice, not to wake him up.


  Landscapes behind her window changed from fields to forests and back to fields. After some time, her eyelids started drooping, as well, and she wished she’d had that coffee at the hotel. She started singing a little louder to keep herself awake and rolled down the window. Fresh-grass scent drifted to her.


  What if she’d stopped hiding behind the reasons to stay in Rios Azules and had gone to the university in Houston like she’d intended? Granted, at first, Aunt Willow had needed her badly. Yes, his sister had needed her badly, too, but Uncle Bob’s business would’ve survived without her. Aunt Willow was doing better. Sierra could’ve left in the last few years.


  Her parents had been afraid for her to leave for the city where their oldest daughter had lost her life. When would Sierra stop living in the shadow of that tragic event? An accident could happen anywhere, even in Rios Azules.


  She glanced at the sleeping Edgar and toned down the volume. Regret stirred in her heart.


  Would she and Edgar have become engaged and gotten married if she’d gone with him to college like they’d dreamed? Her heart flip-flopped. Would he still walk away from her?


  Maybe God hadn’t meant Edgar for her, after all.


  As the car ate up the miles, memories flooded her….


  She loved the park near Rios Azules, so for their first real date, she’d asked him to meet her there. She found him near the picnic table. The bright sun shone on birds singing in the trees. He was in worn-out bleached jeans and an old black T-shirt, his hair sticking out in different directions as if he’d raked his fingers through it. He’d never looked more handsome.


  A large bouquet of pansies, her favorite flowers, a tub of chocolate ice cream, and a stuffed puppy were lying near him on the rustic table.


  “Sierra!” He rushed to her.


  Her heart was beating wildly, and she wanted so badly to hug him and kiss him and… She lifted her hand to stop him. “I’m sorry for ruining the date, but I found this kitten on the street a block from my house.” The tiny animal mewed pitifully close to her chest. “I think its paw is hurting.”


  “Then what are we waiting for? Let’s take the kitten to the vet.” Concern filled his eyes.


  Right then, at the ripe age of fifteen, she knew this was the man for her. That as long as she lived, she’d never feel about anyone the way she felt about Edgar.


  Apparently, he had a different opinion about her. She threw him another glance, then concentrated on the road.


  Lord, as a teenager, I thought this was the man You meant for me. Was I wrong? Why am I experiencing all these feelings again if he’s going to return to Houston soon?


  Three hours later, according to the dashboard clock, she let out a little yelp at the sign of the barbecue place farther ahead.


  “What? What happened?” Huskiness roughened Edgar’s sleepy voice.


  “Oh. Oops. Didn’t mean to wake you up.” Well, not intentionally, but her stomach perked up at the possibility of being filled soon. “How do you feel about stopping and having lunch?” She pointed at the barbecue restaurant.


  “Sure. I’d love to. Are you tired? I can take over driving after we eat.”


  “Not tired at all.” Thankfully, her sleepiness was gone. “And see, I drove for hours, and nothing happened.”


  A sound akin to a shot reverberated through the car, and the steering wheel jumped in her hands. The vehicle shook and leaned to the right. She gasped as she struggled to keep the wheel in her hands and tapped on the brake.


  What in the world?


  “We have a blowout tire. Slow down and pull to the side of the road.” His voice was urgent.


  “Um, trying to.” Lips pursed, she did her best to keep control of the vehicle. Her palms grew clammy with sweat. If she swerved into the oncoming lane…


  Lord, please help us.
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  Slowly, Sierra managed to slide to the shoulder.


  Breathing hard, she placed the car in park and switched on the hazard lights. Air whooshed out of her lungs.


  Thank You, Lord.


  “When I said I’d been driving for hours and nothing happened, I probably spoke too soon.” She turned off the engine.


  “When you’re right, you’re right.” He unbuckled his seat belt. “I hope this rental has a spare. If there’s no jack here, I’ll jog to that barbecue and ask if any of the employees or patrons have one.” Then he took her shaking hands. “You did great.”


  “Really?” She drew in a careful breath. Everything inside her was still trembling.


  “Yes. Are you all right?” Compassion in his eyes touched her. What really got her was their tenderness.


  “I think so.” She steeled herself against that tenderness. “You know, usually all these things don’t happen to me. The seat belt getting stuck, the car going up in flames, or, um, hanging on the chandelier. This is the first time I have a blowout tire. My life is usually way more boring.”


  “I didn’t think I’d ever say this, but sometimes boring can be good.” After a long gaze her way, he let her hands go and slipped from the vehicle.


  She stepped out, too, and surveyed the damage. Yep, the front passenger-side tire was as good as gone. She’d probably run over a nail or something.


  Hmmm. After a hysterical call from Aunt Willow, who’d gotten stranded and had to wait for the wrecker to take her to a mechanic, Sierra had resolved to learn to do it herself. She had, so the next time Aunt Willow had a blowout, Sierra had been at her service.


  Should she tell Edgar she knew how to change a tire?


  “Got it!” He lifted a large tire from the trunk.


  “Great.” She found a few rocks of significant size and put them near the front and back tires so the car wouldn’t roll.


  Maybe she should’ve tried to make it to the restaurant parking lot. She winced each time a car whooshed by.


  “There’s no jack, though.” A tinge of disappointment accompanied his shrug.


  Of course, they could call the rental company and wait until somebody came to help.


  Or…


  “It’s okay. I’ll get it from somebody.” She sprinted toward the restaurant.


  Minutes later, out of breath, she rushed inside. Several burly truckers and a family with small girls looked up as the mouthwatering smell of barbecued meat drifted to her. Voices hummed, accompanied by a country song.


  Despite her stomach growling, she ignored the delicious scent and lifted her hand. “Excuse me. Does anyone have a jack, please? We’ve got a blowout.”


  One of the burly, broad-shouldered men in overalls and a dark cap rose. “Well, I do.”


  Swallowing hard, she peered at his large frame. He was probably twice bigger than she was. Or three times? “Could I borrow it, please?”


  The man scratched his beard, stepped to her, and stared at her. She did her best not to squirm. He smelled of cigars and fried meat.


  Edgar stepped up. When had he followed her? “We’d really appreciate that.”


  The guy nodded. “Sure.”


  She followed the man outside. Soon he climbed up his fourteen-wheeler inside the driver’s cabin. Then he jumped down and handed Edgar the jack.


  “Thank you so much. We’ll be right back.” She flashed one of her most generous smiles.


  Soon, Sierra and Edgar hurried back to the rental. He positioned the jack under the car and raised it to support the vehicle. Using the wrench, he removed the hubcap and loosened the nuts.


  Oh well. She might as well be useful.


  “I’ll help you.” Straining her muscles, she pumped the jack and watched the car lift off the ground slightly.


  “Let me make sure the vehicle is stable. Okay, it is. Also, it’s high enough. Good job.” He turned the nuts counterclockwise and removed them. “Now I can take off the tire.”


  “We can take off the tire.” She stepped to him.


  Together, they removed the tire and dropped it on the ground under the vehicle. She rolled up the spare tire, and he lifted it and positioned on the hub. Once the rim was aligned with the bolts, he tightened lug nuts.


  She picked up the wrench. “Let’s make sure lug nuts are nice and snug.” Going in the star pattern, she tightened them.


  “Almost done.” He lowered the car to the ground and removed the jack, then put the old tire in the trunk.


  “Where did you learn how to change a tire?” he asked as they headed back to the barbecue place, respect evident in his voice.


  “The internet can be the girl’s best friend. I had to learn to take care of myself.” In a lower voice, she added, “Okay, of my aunt and other family members.”


  After they returned the jack to the kind man and washed their hands, Edgar asked for a table for two.


  As she settled in a chair, a nagging feeling about the trucker who’d let them borrow the jack didn’t leave her. With downward lips and hooded eyes, the guy appeared so forlorn. Most of a T-bone steak and a baked potato on his plate remained intact.


  Hmmm.


  The waitress, a young girl with beach-blonde shortly cropped hair mostly covered by a bandanna, handed them the menu. The uniform hung on her slim frame. “What would you like to drink?”


  “Iced tea, please.” They needed to get back on the road, so Sierra gave the menu a quick glance. “Brisket and fries look good. And a garden salad.”


  “What about you, sir?” The girl turned to Edgar.


  “I’ll take the same.” He handed her the menu while looking at Sierra.


  The waitress’s heels clicked away.


  Again, Sierra’s gaze flicked to the guy who’d helped them. “I think the man whose jack we used to change the tire has a problem. He looks upset about something. I have a feeling it’s a personal issue. He has the look of a guy who can take care of mechanical ones to me.”


  A light smile touched Edgar’s lips. “Knowing you, you’re going to charge to the rescue. Sierra, he’s not a helpless kitten with a hurting paw.”


  “We can’t just let him sit there upset, can we?” She jumped to her feet and headed to him.


  “Do you need my spare tire now?”


  Undeterred by his unfriendly scowl, she took the seat near him without invitation and extended her hand. “My name is Sierra. I couldn’t help noticing you look sad. I know I’m a stranger and it’s a long shot, but if you tell me about it, maybe I can help you?”


  Edgar slid into another empty seat. “I’m Edgar.”


  The guy stared at him. “Is she for real?”


  “I’m afraid so.” Edgar nodded.


  A long-suffered sigh left the man’s ample lungs. Resignation loosening his tanned face, he shook first Sierra’s hand, then Edgar’s. “I’m Brock. Well, it might be easier to tell this to a stranger. There’s a young woman who lives down the street from me….” He stumbled, and red spots splotched his neck.


  Sierra leaned forward and gave him an encouraging gaze. “Yes?”


  He fidgeted, making the poor chair squeak. “I mean, we talk sometimes. Um, I helped her around the yard and such.” A long pause stretched.


  Edgar moved closer. “You like her, but you’re afraid to ask her out.”


  She suppressed a groan. Did he need to be so blunt?


  Apparently, blunt worked. “That sums it up.” Brock pulled up a photo on his phone. “This is Miranda. I got this photo from her social media account. Isn’t she a beauty?”


  Sierra stared at a petite woman with mousy hair and small eyes and didn’t even blink. “She certainly is.”


  “Look at me. I’m like a clumsy mountain compared to her.” Brock’s broad shoulders slumped forward.


  Sierra didn’t think a mountain could be clumsy, but she kept that observation to herself. “You know, if you don’t ask her out, you’ll never know if there could be something between you. Classic romantic dinner and a movie would work. A bouquet of roses.”


  “And a box with chocolate strawberries wouldn’t hurt. I know a place that sells amazing chocolate strawberries. I can order them for you if you plug in your home address.” Edgar searched for something on his phone.


  Hmmm, how did he know about those amazing chocolate strawberries? She pursed her lips.


  “Remember, the ones I gave you once when we still dated?” he whispered in her direction as he handed his cell phone to Brock. The guy punched in his address.


  Oh. Okay. That’s how.


  “I can confirm those strawberries are amazing indeed.” She waved for emphasis. “But… maybe a personal touch, too? Like a poem? Or a song?”


  “Oh yes!” More red spots spread on the guy’s thick neck. “I wrote a song about her beautiful smile and gorgeous eyes. But I’d never dare sing it to her.”


  “I’m sure she’ll love it.” A sad feeling entered her heart. Ten years ago, Edgar had written a song for her, too. How long ago it seemed to be now.


  “Um, your order is on your table. Or would you like me to bring it here?” The blonde waitress interrupted her nostalgic thoughts.


  “I’d like to share dinner with you.” Brightening, Brock shot to his feet. “But I’ve got to get back on the road, or I’ll be behind schedule. Thanks for your help.”


  “If you don’t mind, I’d love to know how the things will work out between you and Miranda.” Sierra rose.


  “Sure. Here’s my phone number.” He rattled off the number, put money on the table, and marched to the exit.


  Edgar and Sierra hurried back to their table where delicious smells teased their nostrils.


  “I’ll say grace.” She bowed her head. “Dear Heavenly Father, thank You for this food. Please bless it and make it nutritious to us. Please help my aunt Willow and my family and… Edgar. Please help things work out between Brock and Miranda. In Jesus’s holy name, amen.”


  “Amen,” Edgar echoed.


  For a few minutes, utensils clanked against porcelain. She savored every bite of the delicious brisket where the barbecue sauce gave that special zing.


  “Would you like a dessert?” Edgar dipped a fry in ketchup.


  “I don’t think I can fit a dessert after this.” She tapped her fast-filling stomach. “Though you know how much I love chocolate ice cream.”


  He chuckled. “I sure do. Remember when I took you to The Café, and you ate so many portions of chocolate ice cream your throat hurt?” He munched on a fry.


  “You skipped school so you could keep bringing me cups of hot tea and we could watch a romantic comedy while I was sick.” As she scooped up the garden salad, her heart warmed, not so much over the memory of endless cups of tea but rather that he cared to do it all for her.


  “We have so many memories together.” He twirled a piece of brisket in dark barbecue sauce. “Like when one of the biggest bullies in our neighborhood dragged that cat by its tail. You came up to him and smacked him in the face. He was so surprised he let the cat go.”


  “He wasn’t surprised for long. Sorry, you ended up with the black eye because you defended me when he charged at me.” She grimaced as she took a sip of her iced tea.


  “But from that day, the neighborhood cats were safe.” He sipped his own tea and studied her over the rim. “What happened to that girl? The one with fire in her eyes? The one who dreamed of healing all the cats in the world?”


  Sweet tea turned bitter in her mouth, and she thumped the glass back on the table. “I guess I let my dreams of becoming a veterinarian die a slow death. There were always things more important in the way.”


  He took another sip. “You did right by helping your family and… probably all the animals in your sight. But we also have to help ourselves. Do you think God wanted you to let your dream go?”


  “No.” She drew a straight line on the table, then looked up as thoughts whirled in her mind. “Are you passionate about your job?”


  “I truly am. I help people get the means to achieve their goals, to reach for their dreams. To me, there’s nothing more inspiring than that. Years ago, when I didn’t know what I was going to do with my life, you told me to do two things. First and foremost, pray. Second, think about what I’m good at, and what I’d do even if I weren’t getting paid for it.”


  Warmth spread inside her as she thought about that conversation. “I remember.” She remembered so many things, including her near certainty she’d marry Edgar someday. She swallowed hard and pushed the thought out of her mind.


  “I prayed. Then I realized I loved math and was great with numbers and algorithms. I found a few books on finance and was hooked. I love helping people building a better future for themselves and their families. It’s extremely gratifying, and I happen to be great at it.”


  “I’m glad to hear it.” For a long time, she’d prayed for Edgar to find the path God meant for him. She said a silent prayer of gratitude over having her requests answered.


  Edgar put his glass on the rustic oak table and looked her in the eyes as if he could see into her very soul. “You clapped and cheered for me when I told you I finally found my passion. You said God gave us talents to use for our well-being and that of others. By following His guidance, we glorify God. If we let other things distract us, even the best intentions, we don’t fulfill the purpose He gave us.”


  Sierra’s breath caught in her throat. Edgar’s words hurt as if he ripped the bandage from an old wound, but maybe it had to be done so the wound could be cleansed and allowed to heal. “You want to say…” Emotions closed up her throat.


  “God gave you a passion for animals and the desire to care for them. I always thought God meant for you to become a veterinarian. I know you felt you needed to help your family. You’ve done right by them. But it’s never too late to reach for your dream. Your words, not mine. Why don’t you reach for your dream now? Fulfill God’s purpose for you in life?”


  She peered at Edgar, and at the same time, she looked past him at the memories he’d drawn so eagerly. She’d been happy helping every animal she could, even those who probably didn’t need her care. Could this past become her future?


  She munched on the rest of her brisket, barely sensing its taste. She loved her family, probably more than they loved her. She didn’t regret staying in Rios Azules and helping them. She was nearing thirty, and Edgar had a point. When did she let the fire become embers? When did her life turn so stagnant that accepting routine seemed more straightforward than risking change?


  Done with her meal, she pushed the plate aside.


  Lord, what should I do? I want to follow the path You intended for me. Please forgive me if I got sidetracked.


  “I guess I needed to hear all this. Thank you.” She flushed down the meat with her cold, sweet drink and returned the glass on the table. “Here’s the thing, though. I also believe God has a soul mate for every one of us. When you walk away from the person God meant for you, do you follow God’s guidance?”


  “No. I haven’t been a good servant to God for many reasons.” Edgar’s eyes narrowed. “I’m trying to change that, though I feel something is stopping me inside. What if God is giving you and me a second chance? I’m willing to take it and see where it leads us. Are you?”


  If only it didn’t hurt so much when he’d left… It had nearly ripped her apart.


  “I… don’t know if I can do this again,” she whispered.


  God, is Edgar right and this chance to reconnect with him is the gift from You? Or should I have learned my lesson the first time? If Edgar hadn’t come back for me, maybe he’s not the one for me, is he?


  Edgar leaned forward. “With me or without me, I want you to be happy.”


  As he reached for her hand, pleasant tingles ran down her skin. Her heart started beating wildly. One thing was clear—the fire of her love for Edgar had never become embers. It was still burning brightly, and she had no clue what to do about it.


  Under his gaze, her face flamed up. Reluctantly, she removed her hand from beneath his and wrapped her fingers around her glass’s smooth surface.


  Then she drained the rest of much-needed cold amber liquid. “I want you to be happy, too, with me or without me.” Though, frankly, she much preferred the “with me” part.


  He finished his brisket and pushed the empty plate aside. “That’s the thing. I’m happy when I’m with you.”


  She steeled herself against the delightful wave spreading through her at his words. He’d still leave her, in the end, to return to his job, and she had to accept that.


  As for her job… Maybe it was time for her to start making some changes, as scary as it was.


  He gestured for the waitress to bring the bill.


  “I pray about it. I prayed a lot. But I now understand we have to do our part, too. And obviously, I haven’t done mine.” Sierra tipped her chin. “But I will.”


  He grinned as he scooped up the rest of his salad. “I recognize the spunk I loved.”


  Loved…


  She let the word go. It was merely wishful thinking to imagine Edgar could love her with the forever kind of love because, obviously, his type was short-lived.


  The waitress brought the bill, and he signed it, probably leaving a generous tip, and handed her his credit card. He’d always left generous tips, even when his first job had been a cashier at the local grocery store.


  Sierra kept quiet until the woman walked away.


  After sending the last fry in her mouth, Sierra leaned against the back of her chair. “Eventually, you’ll find someone else to be happy with.”


  “I don’t think so. I tried and didn’t succeed. Something tells me you’re in the same situation. You’re beautiful and fun to be with. I’m sure you dated a few guys—”


  “More than a few.” She nodded. She could see where he was going. It was territory they shouldn’t be traveling to.


  “I didn’t want to know that.” He rubbed his forehead. “But tell me, have you ever had the feelings for any of them you had for me? Because I haven’t for my dates. What if there’s a future for us, right in front of us? What if God gives us a new chance?”


  Oh, how much she wanted to believe it. Except she had once already, and the disappointment had ripped her apart.


  She jumped to her feet, nearly making her chair drop. “We need to get back on the road.”


  She’d need to do a lot of praying on this.


  A muscle twitched in his jaw as he got up. He picked up the credit card. As he walked near her to the exit, he whispered, “You didn’t use to avoid conversations when we were in high school.”


  Sierra drew a deep breath of the air filled with smells of fried meat and potatoes.


  She didn’t avoid conversations and was open for love, even eager for it then.


  At that time, she didn’t know yet how much it hurt when your heart shattered into pieces.
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  After three more hours on the road, this time Edgar driving, finally the green sign with the word Crossroads greeted them.


  He navigated to Main Street and parked near a brick building. Brightly lit, two large floor-to-ceiling shop windows displayed two couples of mannequins beautifully dressed as a bride and a bridegroom beneath a filigree of gold letters arching Snow White Bridal. Far flashier than its tasteful counterpart, the one on the right displayed a lot of jewelry on the bride mannequin. Beige awnings protected the windows from weather elements while giving the old building an atmosphere of coziness and elegance. Two lanterns flanked the dark oak door between the panes.


  Sierra placed her hand on the car door handle, but he already rushed around it and opened it for her. He gave her his hand as she stepped out.


  A pleasant current ran through her at his touch. She could enjoy this trip—well, she’d been enjoying it already. If only she didn’t have to think about when it would end.


  As she entered the spacious bridal store, plush ivory carpet softened her steps while a myriad of mirrors reflected her wonder. Some of the dresses nearly took her breath away while others, too fancy for her taste, drowned in satin, boasting huge, puffy sleeves—each one probably big enough for her to wear around her waist—and a skirt to match. A few dresses flaunted more embroidery and decorations than probably queens ever thought of wearing.


  She suppressed a groan. Once upon a time, when she’d hoped to marry Edgar, this would’ve been her dreamland. In the back, rows of shoes, headpieces, white purses, jewelry, and anything a bride could wish for glistened under soft lights, and a few white pillars and a divider separated what was probably a different part of the store.


  Well, after her dream of marrying Edgar had been destroyed, such a store could be only a reminder that she was the last one in the family, not counting teenagers and children, not married yet.


  Judging by Edgar shifting from one foot to the other, this wasn’t his type of place, either.


  “May I help you?” A plump woman in a black pantsuit, the color probably chosen to make her look slimmer but failing, walked to them, slightly wobbling on high heels. Gaudy earrings sparkled through dark hair styled to add a few inches to her stature. “I’m Rhonda Snow, the owner.”


  Rhonda Snow. Perfect. Sierra perked up. “I’m Sierra Knightley. We talked over the phone about my aunt Willow’s dress.”


  “Oh.” A barely distinguishable grimace crinkled the woman’s round face. “So sorry that dress got sold. I don’t know how it could’ve happened. As I mentioned, your aunt is free to choose another dress in the store. Otherwise, as much as I want to, I don’t know how I can help you.”


  A generous grin widened Edgar’s lips. “I’m sure you can help us very much.” He wrapped his arm around Sierra’s shoulder. “Never mind the dress. See, I just proposed to this amazing woman here, and she absolutely loves the designs in your store. You’ve done a fantastic job.”


  What?


  Proposed? Too startled to do anything except stand there, Sierra blinked rapidly.


  Ms. Snow became all smiles again. “Thank you. I think so, too. A lot of work went into making this place what it is. Many happy brides walked out of here with their dream dresses. You know that, if the bride is happy, the bridegroom is happy, too.”


  Edgar obviously infused his voice with admiration. “I can see how you make a lot of people… happy. Why don’t we go to the counter and discuss that while Sierra browses these beautiful dresses? Right, darling?” He turned his smoldering eyes at her.


  Darling? Seriously? Stalling wasn’t making the moment any easier. She didn’t intend to search for a dress she’d never wear. Besides, if she ever got married—and that was a big if—she wanted their family dress, the one somewhere in Poland thanks to this woman who made it her life’s calling to make brides happy, not devastated.


  Edgar gave her a gentle nudge. “Well, darling, choose whatever your heart desires.”


  He was pushing it. Sierra nearly glared at him. This was like a mockery of her crushed dream. What her heart currently desired was to give him an unfriendly shove. If she understood his scheme correctly, she needed to go along with it.


  Oookay. She widened her lips into what she hoped looked like a happy bride’s smile. “Sure. Daaaarling.”


  Then she squared her shoulders and marched toward the dress racks all while plotting some kind of revenge. Of course, nothing suitable came to mind.


  About twenty minutes later, she’d had enough reminders of her never-happened wedding to sour the food in her stomach. Her throat constricting, she strode to the counter where the owner laughed at something Edgar said.


  “Oh, stop it!” The woman waved at him.


  “My gorgeous bride!” Edgar walked out of the counter and met Sierra halfway. “Did you find something you liked?”


  She ground her teeth. “I found plenty. Let’s discuss it in the car.” “It” was not what she intended to discuss once they reached the rental.


  “Ma’am, as much as it pains me to leave your pleasant company, duty calls.” Edgar brought the woman’s plump hand to his lips.


  Of all the… Sierra’s teeth hurt—her whole jaw really.


  “Please come back anytime.” Ms. Snow sighed.


  As soon as they escaped the store and Rhonda Snow’s earshot, Sierra whirled to him. “Really? You had to come up with that idea?”


  “It worked.” He grinned as he pressed on the fob and opened the car door for her.


  It couldn’t have. Could it have? His eyes sparkled above a roguish smile, and her anger seeped away, leaving her squared shoulders deflated.


  “It did?” She slipped inside the sedan.


  “We have the address in Poland.” He closed the door after her with a slight racket. “Now, we just need to make it to Brighton Falls in time to board the plane.”


  Well, that took all the fight out of her. Still, when he claimed the driver’s seat, she said, “You didn’t have to pretend that you and I were about to get married.”


  His expression suddenly serious, he turned the key in the ignition, his gaze focused on something ahead of them even as a slight twitch jerked his jaw. “Why does the idea upset you so much? Once, we dreamed of getting married.”


  “That was a long time ago.” Once upon a time and far, far away. A longing inside her told her she wished that dream were still possible. “The main thing, we’ve got the address.”


  A muscle moved in his jaw as he drove off. “Yes. That’s the main thing.”
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  Two hours later, Edgar put their scant replacement bags in the overhead compartment and sat in his seat on the plane. “Well, we’re about to take off.”


  “Yes,” Sierra squeaked.


  He clicked his seat belt closed. To think about it, she looked pale and not her usual spunky self. “Are you… afraid of flying?”


  Her head snapped up. “No! I mean, I’m not sure. This is the first time for me.”


  “It’s going to be fine. You might even love it.” He took her hand, not only because he wanted to comfort her but also because he enjoyed touching her. Of course, that brought back images of family dinners and snuggling up in front of a fireplace. Images he had no business having.


  “I’m not so sure about the love part.” Doubt coated her voice.


  On the contrary, he was becoming more and more sure about the love part. He’d never stopped loving Sierra, no matter how hard he’d tried. Not a good time to realize it when she’d clearly stated she wouldn’t give him a second chance.


  As the flight attendant passed headphones, Edgar pointed to the screen. “Maybe a romantic comedy would help you relax.”


  He’d watched plenty of romantic comedies in high school when taking her to the movies or staying with her when she’d been sick, though he always preferred action. From what he knew, to this day, Sierra was under impression romantic comedy was his favorite genre.


  “Good idea.” She put on headphones and searched for a movie. The preflight safety announcement soon interrupted the search.


  He was used to flying, so he knew every word by heart. Unused to air travel, Sierra’s expression became pained.


  “They talk about the emergency landing like it definitely might happen. All this mention of oxygen masks and flotation devices makes me nervous. I can just imagine floating somewhere in the ocean with no island in sight. Maybe a few hungry sharks nearby. Because the majority of our flight is going to be above the ocean, right?”


  “Right.” He brushed a stray strand of her auburn hair behind her ear. The simple gesture made his heartbeat increase. Spending many hours in her close proximity was going to wreak havoc on his senses.


  How, oh how, was he going to keep his attraction to her in check?


  She drew a sharp breath, and he wasn’t sure whether it was because of his gesture or because she was scared of the flight. Quite possibly, both.


  “This emergency landing thing is a remote possibility, right?” Her eyelashes fluttered.


  He could lose himself in her beautiful eyes. In fact, he used to love losing himself in her beautiful eyes.


  “Right.” If he leaned a little closer, he could brush his lips against hers. Maybe he should. It would take her mind off the flight. Just the idea roiled the blood in his veins.


  Her eyes narrowed. “Are you even listening to me? Right, what?”


  “Of course, I’m listening to you. Right, it’s a remote possibility.” He gave her a reassuring smile.


  Soon the takeoff was announced, and Sierra visibly tensed.


  He tightened his fingers around hers, doing his best to give her some of her strength. “Flying is much safer than driving.”


  “Thanks. At least, you didn’t say safer than my driving.” Her smile wobbled.


  The plane shook, then moved forward, filling him with excitement. With the way Sierra’s lips pressed together, she didn’t share the latter. The motor’s roar echoed inside him.


  He infused his voice with confidence. “It’s going to be great. You’ll see. Would you like to pray?”


  “Yes, please.” Her eyes wide, she nodded.


  During his life in Houston, he didn’t have time for prayer. Correction, he hadn’t made time for prayer. Coming back to it now wasn’t easy.


  Of course, he had to try. For Sierra. And for himself.


  “Dear Heavenly Father, please keep us safe on this trip. Please help us find Aunt Willow’s dress. And please help Sierra fulfill her dreams,” he whispered.


  “Amen.” Her expression relaxed somewhat.


  When they were airborne, he drew close to her. “Do you remember the time we climbed your neighbor’s fence after a stray cat because you were sure it needed immediate help?”


  She fluttered her eyelashes innocently, but the corners of her lips tugged upward. “Well, it wasn’t my fault the neighbors weren’t at home, and we couldn’t simply knock on their door and ask to go into their backyard. Sorry, your T-shirt got stuck on a nail.”


  “Yeah. I nearly ended up with bruises. But the cat turned out fine after you examined it. Then we spent the evening disinfecting your and my scratches, result of the exam. Fun times.” Despite relatively unpleasant memories, warmth filled him.


  Her lips tugged up further. “Still, a week later you climbed a different fence after a different cat with me. And you don’t even like cats!”


  “As I said, I just prefer dogs. But I like… you.” He stared in her eyes. The nearly irresistible urge to kiss her made his pulse soar.


  Her breathing went shallow. “Edgar, I—”


  “What would you like to drink?” the flight attendant interrupted Sierra.


  Reluctantly, he shifted against the back of his chair, the moment gone.


  Sierra found her voice first. “Orange juice.”


  The flight attendant passed a glass filled with yellow liquid to her. “And for you, sir?”


  “Tomato juice, please.” A deep longing filled him as he accepted the cold, smooth glass. Cat scratches or not, he missed those times.


  Then they talked about all the mischief Sierra had gotten them into when they’d been kids and teenagers, laughed, and caught up on the times apart.


  After a few hours, she did something he didn’t expect. She sighed and placed her head on his shoulder. A warm wave spread through him, and he found himself looking forward to all the time in her company.


  Just like, once upon a time, he’d looked forward to a lifetime with her. He wanted to make it work.


  But how?
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  Hours later, at Warsaw Chopin Airport’s parking lot, Sierra pressed on the fob of her rental sedan and opened the driver’s door. Then she glanced at Edgar, who lingered near the passenger door. “What’s the matter?”


  “I think I should be the one to drive.”


  It was about time to become the former Sierra and stop second-guessing herself. “Nah. I rented the car. I should drive it. It’s not my fault I knew enough Polish words to do it, and you knew none.” She clicked her belt close.


  It probably wasn’t right to feel smug over outsmarting him in something.


  He finally took the passenger’s seat, then glanced upward. “It might rain soon.”


  She turned on the engine. “Let me sum this up. I’m going to drive a vehicle I’m not used to in an unfamiliar-to-me city. And the weather conditions are going to worsen soon. That probably brings up thoughts about increasing your life insurance and checking your will, doesn’t it?”


  He visibly swallowed. “You know me too well.”


  “You’ll be fine.” She pulled up the map on her cell phone, grateful for the European SIM card. She didn’t trust those navigators in cars, especially in a foreign language.


  Taking a deep breath for courage, she drove out of the parking lot.


  Raindrops plopping on the windshield nearly washed away her newfound confidence. Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel as she navigated the capital’s busy streets.


  He fiddled with something on his phone. “Let me be your navigator.”


  She released a breath she hadn’t realized she was holding. “I’m doing fine. But… okay. Thank you.”


  Plenty of times, they disagreed on what direction to take, but finally, they were outside of Warsaw, and she relaxed her grip on the steering wheel. The countryside—emerald-green fields and trees washed in rain—and the occasional homes were marvelous. The sun appeared from behind the clouds, bringing a smile to her lips.


  “I’d say, see, I’ve been driving for a while, and it’s okay. But I remember what happened last time I said that.” She sent a glance at his handsome profile.


  Edgar winced. “I appreciate you not repeating it.”


  “Well, I think we about made it. This is the village where Agnieszka Kowal is supposed to live.” She gestured to a row of lovely one-story homes.


  “You did great.” His voice warmed.


  She did her best to ignore the pleasant wave his praise sent through her. “Please do me a favor. When you talk to Agnieszka Kowal, don’t pretend we’re here on a honeymoon.”


  “Why not?” Teasing notes appeared in his voice. “I was reading up on Poland. It has a lot to offer. Historical castles, interesting museums, unique atmosphere, delicious food… Could be a great honeymoon.”


  Well, how about that?


  “You know, I just might smack you.”


  “Um, haven’t you nearly done it already?”


  At his oh-so-innocent query, a chuckle vibrated her chest against her will. She parked at the curb, but before she had a chance to open the door, he rushed around the vehicle and got it for her.


  “Thank you.” She did her best to slip out as elegantly as she could. Not that she tried to appeal to him again.


  Absolutely not. Sierra Knightley was over Edgar Delaney.


  Her increased heartbeat told her how wrong that statement was. Spending so much time with him and remembering the wonderful eras of their childhoods and teen years together didn’t help bury her feelings for him. On the contrary, they surfaced full force.


  A few moments after Edgar rang the bell, the door opened. A woman with traditional Slavonic beauty of blonde hair and blue eyes sent them an inquiring look. After the countryside’s untouched splendor, Sierra nearly expected an artisan Polish costume and was slightly disappointed by the woman’s white T-shirt and blue jeans.


  “Agnieszka Kowal?”


  The woman nodded.


  “Sierra Knightley and Edgar Delaney.” Sierra did her best to say the words as clearly as she could. “Szukamy sukni ślubnej.” Should be Polish for “We’re looking for the wedding dress.”


  Sierra hoped she had said it right.


  The woman’s eyes widened.


  Maybe not. Sierra and Edgar exchanged glances.


  She had to try again. She did look up the phrase for “May we come in?” This wasn’t going to be easy.
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  “Czy możemy wejść?” Sierra infused her voice with as much politeness and courtesy as she could and widened her lips.


  Edgar flashed his famous grin. “Proszę?”


  Agnieszka Kowal returned his smile and waved for them to enter. Sierra sent him a surprised glance as she stepped inside.


  Edgar shrugged. “I learned a few words in Polish, too. Well, three words to be precise.”


  The word please was one of the three. Sierra hid a grin.


  Then she studied her surroundings. She didn’t exactly expect a rustic artisan home of the eighteenth century, but still, her eyes widened at the big-screen TV and modern furniture.


  The woman gestured for them to sit on a beige sofa.


  Sierra took a seat and whispered to Edgar, “I hope you’re good with the charades.”


  He shot her a grin. “Likewise.”


  Kowal sat and faced them expectantly.


  First, Sierra drew on her limited Polish knowledge, which earned her the same dumbfounded look. Apparently, that knowledge was more limited than Sierra had realized, and she sighed. Then, for about a quarter of an hour, she and Edgar tried to explain it all with gestures. Sierra smiled at him trying to mime the fluffy dress, then the role of the happy bridegroom waiting for the bride.


  She had to play along and pretend walking down the aisle. Once, she’d badly wanted to walk down the aisle toward Edgar and their happily ever after. Oh, how much she’d wanted it!


  Judging by the way her heart squeezed, that dream never went away.


  The woman blinked at them.


  Sierra leaned to Edgar and whispered, “We’re not getting far, are we?”


  “Well, at least she didn’t think we were crazy and throw us out.” He seemed to find the bright side in everything. “We should look up online translations. Why didn’t I think of it?”


  “That’s what I did before coming here. I guess she didn’t understand the way I pronounced words.” Sierra thought of something.


  She pulled her phone from her purse and found a map of the US on the internet, then zoomed in to Crossroads. She gestured to Agnieszka Kowal, then glanced pointedly at Edgar.


  On the cue, he drew in the air the fluffy wedding dress with his hands again.


  Sierra made a gesture as if she were paying with cash. Finally, she pointed at the word on the map.


  Kowal’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you’re talking about the wedding dress I bought in the American town of Crossroads, right?”


  Sierra’s jaw slackened, and Edgar’s eyes widened.


  Edgar slapped himself on the forehead. “Pani Kowal, you speak English!”


  “Of course.” She shrugged. “That was helpful to get around in the US. Oh, and by the way, call me Agnieszka.”


  “Sorry for all this spectacle.” Sierra grimaced.


  “On the contrary, I enjoyed it a lot.” The woman smiled.


  “Well, that makes things much easier,” Edgar claimed a seat near Sierra. “There was an error. The dress you bought wasn’t meant for sale. That dress was sent for alterations by Sierra’s aunt.”


  Sierra nodded, hoping Agnieszka would see their reasoning. “It’s a family heirloom. My aunt refuses to get married without it.”


  “Sierra has been taking care of her aunt for so long it would be great to get Ms. Willow off her hands and married off to my uncle.”


  “I don’t mind taking care of my aunt.” Sierra exhaled. “Okay, I admit it would be nice to get some help here. But the main thing is I want my aunt to be happy.”


  Edgar leaned forward. “I’m willing to pay double—no, triple price—for that dress.”


  “Oh.” Agnieszka’s lips wobbled downward. “I’d give you the dress for free because I didn’t need it anymore—”


  “What happened?” Sierra started to have a bad feeling about this.


  “The classic story.” Agnieszka Kowal visibly swallowed. “I caught my husband-to-be kissing one of my bridesmaids and called the wedding off.”


  Compassion constricted Sierra’s rib cage. “I’m so sorry. How horrible.”


  “I’ll get over it. Eventually.” A deep sigh left the woman’s lungs. “I don’t have the dress anymore. I gave it to my maid of honor who is my younger sister. While preparing my wedding, she and one of the best men fell in love, and he proposed. At least, something good came out of all this mess.”


  “Congratulations to your sister.” Edgar’s voice was even. “Um, would it be possible for us to have her address?”


  A sad smile touched Agnieszka’s lips. “It’s possible, but you won’t be able to get the dress from her.”


  “I’m ready to pay quadruple the price. She could not only buy a new dress but also cover many wedding expenses.” Edgar squared his shoulders.


  The woman shook her head, sending those blonde strands flying. “Agata doesn’t have the dress anymore.”


  Sierra’s heart dipped. Then she cleared her throat. “I hope she didn’t catch her fiancé with one of her bridesmaids, too.”


  Agnieszka’s expression tightened into grim lines. “It’s worse. Her house caught on fire.”


  Sierra gasped. “Is she… is she okay?”


  “Yes, but the wedding dress was one of the things burned. Agata wanted to cancel the wedding, but we’re trying to talk her into still marrying the man of her dreams. Friends and family are doing their best to help with the expenses.”


  Guilt squeezed Sierra’s stomach. How selfish to get so upset about the dress when Agnieszka’s sister probably lost all her belongings.


  She said a silent prayer for Agata.


  The woman seemed to read her mind. “My sister had good insurance, so the house will eventually be rebuilt. Thankfully, no people suffered in the fire.”


  “Thank God. I’ll keep praying for her,” Sierra said quietly.


  Edgar’s eyes narrowed. “May we have your phone number or email or any other way to get in contact with you, besides the address?”


  Agnieszka studied him for a moment, then nodded. She rattled off her phone number, and he punched it into his phone.


  “Thank you for your time.” He rose.


  Her heart heavy, Sierra followed him.


  “Wait a moment.” Agnieszka leaped from her perch. “Let me give you a loaf of bread from the local bakery.” She disappeared in the direction of what Sierra guessed was the kitchen.


  Sierra didn’t think a loaf of bread could surprise her much, but when Agnieszka returned from the kitchen carrying a basket covered with a white towel, the scent drifting from it was mouthwatering.


  “Dziękuję,” Edgar said as he accepted the basket.


  Thank you. Must be the second of the three Polish words he knew.


  Hmmm, what was the third one?


  As they stopped near the front door, Sierra gave their hostess a compassionate smile. “I’m sorry about your fiancé. I hope you’ll find true love soon.”


  Another sigh left Agnieszka’s lungs as she flipped her long blonde hair back. “I don’t know. Though…”


  “Though?” Edgar lifted an eyebrow.


  “Well, Bartek has been my friend for a long time. We’ve known each other since we were kids. He’s been helping me through my wedding fiasco and assisting Agata in moving after the fire.” She studied the blue-flowered rug on the floor. “But… is it worth it to ruin a long-term friendship? And will he forgive me for letting a player sweep me off my feet?”


  “From the sound of it, Bartek already forgave you.” Sierra lingered near the door, choosing her words carefully. After her disastrous personal life, she wasn’t one to give the advice in the romantic department. Still, the sad look on Agnieszka’s pretty face made her want to help. “He’s there for you when you need it the most. He even goes as far as to help your family. Why don’t you give him a chance? Often the person meant for us is right in front of us all along. We just don’t realize it.”


  Something flashed in Edgar’s eyes. “You’re right. Often the person meant for us is right in front of us all along.”


  The tender way he peered at her when he said it… Did he mean her? That Sierra had been meant for him? Her heart shifted.


  “May I ask about you two? Are you going to get married soon?” Agnieszka looked from Sierra to Edgar.


  Sierra’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth to answer.


  Agnieszka seemed to understand her mistake. “Oh. I just assumed you were a couple by the looks you give each other.”


  “I was in love with Sierra once. My feelings never changed, no matter how hard I tried to forget her,” Edgar said while looking in Sierra’s eyes, enunciating every word.


  What?


  She forgot how to breathe.


  Should she say her feelings for him never changed, either?


  What for?


  After his uncle’s wedding, he’d leave for Houston again. She’d have to go on with her life the same as before.


  Alone.


  Well, she had her pets and her family. Okay, it should be her family first, though she’d often had the impression her pets loved and appreciated her more than her relatives did.


  Sierra finally found her voice. “We live in different parts of a very large state and have different goals in life.”


  Edgar’s eyes dimmed. “Goals can change as we get older and wiser.”


  Agnieszka’s gaze flicked from Edgar to Sierra and to Edgar again. “Well, if you ever do decide to get married, how about coming for a honeymoon to Poland? Bartek and I will be happy to show you Warsaw, Krakow, and many other places.”


  “Dziękuję,” Edgar said again as he opened the door.


  “Dziękuję,” Sierra echoed as she stepped outside.


  Then she blinked rapidly at the bright sun. “I hope I wasn’t too blunt. We both know that, no matter what way we feel toward each other, all we have is this trip.” Holding her breath, she stared at him. This time, she wanted him to argue, to persuade her they could have a future together.


  An unreadable expression appeared in his eyes. “I wouldn’t be so sure.”


  Okay, she was entering a dangerous territory again. She released her breath. Neutral topic. “We need to help Agnieszka’s sister.”


  “Already on it. If her story checks out, I’ll transfer some money for her wedding.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder as they walked to the vehicle.


  She felt so spent she didn’t have the strength to move away from him. Well, fine, neither did she want to. “Thank you. Behind all those great looks you do have a kind heart.” She pressed on the rental’s fob.


  “You think I have great looks, huh?” He opened the driver’s side door for her and winked at her.


  She coughed a little as she slipped inside the car. “Okay, not to flatter you, but isn’t it obvious?” She’d better change the topic—again. The thoughts about the disappointment she was about to cause to her aunt made her heart constrict. “I don’t know how I’ll break the news to Aunt Willow.”


  “I’m very sorry about the dress.” He closed the door after her, then rushed around the car, took the passenger seat, and locked in his seat belt.


  She turned the key in the ignition and clasped the steering wheel, the worn-out surface smooth under her fingers. “The trip was wasted.”


  “I wouldn’t call this trip wasted.” Strange notes appeared in his voice. “Despite an accident and a blowout tire, I loved spending time with you. I enjoyed rediscovering you.”


  Oh.


  The same longing as before filled her as she drove off.


  “Me, too.” Her voice was barely audible. What was the use to wish for impossible things?


  “You have no idea how much I missed you.” Somehow, the longing she felt infused his voice, too. “I can’t stand the idea of being apart from you again.”


  She swallowed the bitter taste as she navigated the rural road. “But you’ll have to.”


  “What if I move back to Rios Azules?” He shifted closer, as close as the seat belt probably allowed. The scent of his expensive cologne became stronger.


  He’d really do that for her? For a moment, she let hope expand her chest. Then she pursed her lips. “Your career, your life is in Houston. I agree with you. It’s what God meant for you do. From your uncle, I heard about all the charities you donate to. You won’t be able to do all that in a small town. Not on the same scale. I’d never cut your wings.”


  “But what if I want to—”


  “Don’t.” Her heart was aching, but she lifted her right hand to stop him, then returned it to the steering wheel. “Let’s simply enjoy the rest of this trip. We also need to choose a dress Aunt Willow might like.”


  “That’s going to be a tall order. I mean, getting your aunt the wedding dress she’ll like part, not enjoying the trip. By the way, would you mind if I try some of this bread? It smells delicious.”


  “Go ahead.” Her heart dipped. Did she just close the door to her own happiness?


  What had she done?


  He said grace. Then there was a pause as he probably munched on the bread. The mouthwatering scent intensified.


  “Tastes delicious, too. Would you like a bite?” Apparently, he’d made good on his decision to enjoy the trip part.


  She shook her head as she slowed around a curve. She didn’t want anything to distract her from driving.


  He loved his job. She wouldn’t take it away from him. She cared about him too much.


  She’d been hurt, not because he’d left. She’d expected that, even cheered him on all his successes. She’d been hurt because he hadn’t come back for her.


  How much she’d wanted him to return for her! Her throat constricted. She needed to find neutral ground before saying she changed her mind and she’d be thrilled for him to stay in Rios Azules.


  Hmmm, neutral ground… Food!


  “There’s still time before our flight. You seem to like that bread. How about stopping somewhere and trying Polish cuisine?” She threw him a quick glance.


  “Sure. Especially if other Polish dishes are as wonderful as the bread Agnieszka gave us. My treat, of course.” He smiled at her.


  His smile still made her swoon. It probably always would. Well, what she was to do? Even if she had a chance of meeting a great guy, no way she could develop the feelings she had for Edgar. “Why your treat? I can pay my way.”


  “I know you can. But I want to treat you to dinners.” His voice softened. “I want to tell you how much your smile lights up your face or how I love running my fingers through your silky hair or the way your auburn hair glistens in the sunlight. I want to tell you the scent of your coconut shampoo makes my head spin. I can’t stop thinking about kissing you.”


  Her heart nearly stopped beating, and then resumed with a wild force. She wanted to kiss him more than she wanted her next breath.


  “I don’t know what to do about it.” His hand found hers.


  “I might have an idea.” She tapped on the brake and pulled into the restaurant parking lot alongside the road. She’d lived by old memories enough. Time to make the new ones, for the time when… No, best not to think about that.


  “Is it what I think you’re doing?” A twinkle appeared in Edgar’s eye.


  Sierra parked in a vacant spot and turned off the engine. “Yes. Because I can’t stop thinking about kissing you, too.” Breathing fast, she clicked her seat belt open.


  A clicking sound signified he did the same.


  For a few precious moments, they stared in each other’s eyes, the air around them charged with awareness. Then he leaned toward her, and she met him halfway.


  Incredible sensations swept her up into the familiar and still a new world. Maybe it was because so much time had passed since the last time they’d seen each other, but the kiss felt even better than the ones they’d shared in high school. Maybe because now she knew this kiss could be the last one. She savored every moment, every sensation as butterflies fluttered tender wings in her stomach.


  Delicious waves rippled through her, every new one more exciting than the previous one. She didn’t want the kiss to stop. She didn’t know who pulled away first, but she immediately missed the feeling of his lips on hers.


  It filtered through her mental fog that it wasn’t a good idea to put on a public display. That thought prevented her from leaning toward him again.


  Her heart squeezed inside her chest. The trip wasn’t over yet, and she missed him already. She couldn’t lie to herself. She fell for him again. Once again, he’d take her heart with him to Houston.


  Lord, what should I do?
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  The longing inside Sierra intensified.


  Edgar’s face reflected the daze she felt. “Sierra, I wanted to tell you—”


  She lifted her hand to stop him. “No need to say anything.” She’d never ask him to leave all he’d accomplished. She still believed God gave people talents and abilities to realize them and use them to serve others, and Edgar had done it well. “Let’s treasure our time together, shall we? Hopefully, this restaurant has a good choice of Polish cuisine.”


  Her stomach rumbled as if agreeing with her.


  His eyes dimmed somewhat. “I want you to know you mean so much to me.”


  “Ditto,” she said as she left the car.


  As he opened the restaurant door for her and she stepped inside, delicious scents of sausage and soups met her. Snow-white embroidered tablecloths covered oak tables while glass vases with wildflowers she couldn’t name seemed rooted to their centers.


  A waitress who looked like a younger version of Agnieszka, but with her hair pinned in a bun, showed them to their table.


  As they sat and Sierra skimmed the menu, she zoomed in on relatively familiar words. “I’ll have zupa pomidorowa, then polędwiczki wołowe with kartofle. And sernik for dessert.” In case her pronunciation wasn’t great, she pointed at the words in the menu. “Kvass to drink.”


  Edgar’s eyes widened. “Okay, I’m impressed.”


  “With my knowledge of Polish or my appetite?” Sierra chuckled. “Okay, don’t answer. I heard it’s common in Polish restaurants to serve a three-course meal. Zupa pomidorowa is a tomato soup. Kvass is a drink made from rye bread. It’s nonalcoholic.”


  “And Pole—Pole—”


  “Polędwiczki wołowe?” She returned her menu to the waitress.


  “Yes, that one.” Edgar nodded.


  “Beef sirloin. Kartofle is boiled potatoes. Sernik is sort of a cheesecake.”


  “That all sounds good to me. Except for tomato soup.” He handed his menu to the girl, as well.


  Sierra repeated the words from the menu to her best ability. “There are a lot of other things here to try.”


  He shook his head. “I’m good.”


  The food arrived surprisingly fast. Portions were smaller than Sierra was used to, but it all looked and smelled great. They both also received a plate with something resembling a coleslaw, probably as a substitution for the salad.


  “Dziękuję,” they said to the waitress.


  When the girl left, Sierra gestured to the coleslaw. “I think it’s called surówka z białej kapusty. It’s shredded cabbage and carrots, mixed with mayonnaise. I hope you’ll like it. Do you want me to say grace?”


  There was a pause. Then… “I’ll say it.”


  Her heart warmed. She had a feeling Edgar had drifted away from God while in Houston. Seeing him come back was more than she could ask for. He did say something was stopping him from being a better servant to God, and she asked the Lord in her thoughts to draw Edgar closer to Him.


  “Dear Heavenly Father, thank You for this food and please bless it. Please keep Sierra safe in Your care and make her happy. Please help my uncle and her aunt get married and live a long and happy life together, though we didn’t bring the dress. Please help Brock get courage and tell Miranda how he feels. And please help Agata mentally recover from the fire in her house and Bartek and Agnieszka be together if You meant them for each other. I ask this in the holy name of Your Son, Jesus Christ, amen.”


  “Amen,” she echoed.


  She was quiet after he was done. Edgar was attentive to other people, eager to help them. He was ambitious, yes, but it didn’t affect his kindness. He was a good man.


  He was also a good man who’d be leaving her soon.


  As he indulged in his beef sirloin, she hurried to take a few spoons of her tomato soup. One glance at the clock showed they didn’t have much time before the flight. Okay, more than three hours, but they still needed to make it to Warsaw, go through customs, and board the plane.


  She took a bite of the rye bread accompanying the meal. Like Agnieszka’s bread, it had an amazing aroma and was fresh and soft. “If you missed me so much, why didn’t you come back for me?” The words slipped free before she could stop them.


  His hand with kartofle stilled halfway to his mouth. “When I talked to you on the phone, you mentioned all the reasons you couldn’t leave Rios Azules. I couldn’t force you to go with me. Just your voice wreaked havoc on my senses. I knew, if I saw you, I wouldn’t be able to leave again.”


  Oh.


  The spoon dropped from her hand, splattering the red liquid. “I… had no idea. I thought you forgot about me. About the things we wanted.” She blotted the bright spots on the tablecloth with a napkin.


  “I’ll never forget you. Or the things we wanted.” He sipped his kvass.


  “Where do we go from here?” She finished her soup and moved on to the polędwiczki wołowe.


  “I have some ideas, but you don’t want to hear them.” He munched on a piece of kartofle.


  “No.” She had to find a different way for them to be together than one of them forgoing their happiness.


  She had to.


  Would she dare to turn her established life upside down? She could apply for a college in Houston, grab her pets, and move to the city, right? But the sad story of her older sister stayed imprinted in her memory, as well as in the minds of her parents, who’d been against her move.


  Besides, getting the profession she’d chosen was going to take years. Years! What if she didn’t succeed?


  After Edgar paid the bill, they hurried to the car. As she drove to Warsaw, the same thought kept appearing in her mind.


  What was she to do?
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  Sierra was so tired that she’d slept most of the flight on Edgar’s shoulder. After they landed and cleared the customs in Houston, they checked the tableau for the flight to McAllen. Compared to the long transatlantic flight, the hour it took to land in south Texas was a breather.


  As they exited the plane and the carpet muffled their steps inside the airport, she turned to him. “Well, at least, we don’t have to pick up luggage or learn a language.”


  Her phone rang. Walking, she fished it out of her jeans back pocket and frowned at the screen.


  “Hmmm, unknown number.” She slowed her step, letting people pass. “Who could that be?”


  “I guess there’s one way to figure it out.” He gestured for her to sit at one of the chairs they were passing.


  She claimed a plastic chair and swiped the screen to answer. “Hello.”


  Edgar took a seat near her.


  “May I speak to Sierra Knightley?” a young female voice asked. The voice sounded vaguely familiar.


  She tensed somewhat. “Sierra Knightley speaking.”


  “This is London Hutchins. I did alterations for your aunt’s dress.”


  “I’m sure you’ve done a great job. Sadly, the house of the woman who got it caught on fire, and the dress was destroyed.” Sierra sighed. “Thank you for all your hard work, though. Aunt Willow loved your designs. I really hope she might choose a new one she’ll love as much as her dress.”


  “That’s exactly why I’m calling. Apparently, there was a mistake.” London Hutchins’s voice rose.


  “Yes, we know.” Sierra suppressed a grimace. “Aunt Willow’s dress was sold in error, and we did our best to trace it in Poland. We’re not going to hold you responsible for what happened.”


  “No, I meant a different mistake.” Excitement bubbled in the woman’s voice. “There was a different vintage dress I altered according to one of my designs. That one was put on display and sold to the bride from Poland. When you called, from the description the owner thought that was the dress you meant.”


  Sierra’s eyes widened, and she gripped the phone tighter so it wouldn’t slip from her fingers. “Then my aunt’s dress…?”


  “I did alterations and mailed it to your aunt, as discussed.”


  “Oh, Ms. Hutchins, you have no idea how much this means to me.” Sierra heaved a sigh of relief, feeling as if a mountain was lifted off her chest. “Thank you so much.”


  After disconnecting, she relayed the conversation to Edgar.


  His face brightened, but then his eyes narrowed. “If this lady sent the dress back to your aunt as she says, wouldn’t Aunt Willow have received it by now?”


  Her hope deflated. “Let’s find out.” She scrolled down to her aunt’s number.


  After a few long beeps, Aunt Willow came on the line. “Sierra! I’m so glad you finally called!”


  A sting of guilt made Sierra wince. “Sorry. I should’ve called earlier. We were in Poland trying to find your dress. We just landed in McAllen and will take a taxi to Rios Azules.”


  “Happy you arrived safely. I have news for you. I appreciate your efforts to recover the dress, but it arrived today. The box looks dented, but the content is intact. Not sure what the holdup was, but the dress is worth it.” Aunt Willow actually giggled. “It’s gorgeous. It fits perfectly, too!”


  “Glad you got the dress. I’m thrilled for you.” A wave of gratitude spread through Sierra.


  “Well, for you, too. Because after I wear this dress to my wedding, I’ll pass it down to you.” Aunt Willow paused. “Okay, we’re not the same size. But I’m sure Ms. Hutchins will do wonderful alterations for you.”


  Sierra suppressed a cough. “If I’m ever to get married, I think I might do alterations myself. See you soon.” She disconnected.


  She wouldn’t want to go through this chase again. Though… Something warmed inside her. To think about it, this trip was one of the most wonderful things that had ever happened to her. She’d do it again in a heartbeat.


  Edgar looked at her expectantly. “I guess your aunt received the wedding dress, didn’t she?”


  “Yes!”


  He grinned. “I’m glad it all worked out. I know her happiness is important to you. My uncle will be happy.”


  While joy for her aunt filled her, regret squeezed her heart at the same time. “I guess this is it then.”


  He took her hand. “What if I don’t want it to be? I want to keep seeing you.”


  As always, his touch made her pulse skyrocket. She had difficulty thinking straight when he touched her. “Until Aunt Willow’s wedding?”


  He leaned toward her. “Longer. What if—”


  After spending so much time with him, his proximity shouldn’t affect her. Yet it did. As her pulse spiked, she raised her hand to stop him. “Let’s take it one day at a time. We need to work on the rest of the wedding details. We’ll see each other a lot.”


  “I look forward to it. Though, frankly, selecting wedding invitations or decorations isn’t exactly my forte.”


  She winked at him. “How about suggesting some of the barbecue we tried or maybe even Polish cuisine for the menu?”


  “Beats snails and frogs for me.” He returned her smile.


  If he kept looking at her like this, she wouldn’t be able to resist kissing him. She needed to find something rational to think about. Family. His family. For a long time, she’d wanted Edgar’s parents and him to reconcile.


  “Why don’t you call your father? He’ll be glad to hear you’re back. Well, almost back,” she said softly.


  “My father doesn’t care about me nearly as much as about my brother.” He frowned.


  “Well, just try, please?”


  After a long pause, he took his cell phone from his jeans back pocket. She checked her messages about the wedding preparations and replied to most of them.


  Then she slipped the phone into her pocket and thanked the Lord for their arriving safely and for the wonderful news from Aunt Willow. As she watched Edgar’s eyes widened, she prayed for him to reconcile with his dad as the unfair treatment had hurt him more than he’d let on.


  Would that help Edgar reconcile with his Heavenly Father, as well? She could only hope. She prayed more fervently than before.


  When Edgar disconnected, his eyes brightened. “I learned something incredible right now. Dad said he pushed me more than my brother because he always knew I’d go far. He knew I had great capabilities, and he wanted me to achieve my goals. I had no clue. He also apologized for using the money I earned for my brother’s tuition.”


  “Sometimes a lot of things can be cleared if we take time to ask a few questions and listen.” Gratitude warmed her. “I’m thrilled for you.”


  “I can hardly believe this. He said he’d meet us in Rios Azules and give us a lift. He said he loved me. Praise God!” He rubbed his forehead. “I mentioned before that something made it difficult for me to come back to God. I doubted my dad’s love for me because of the way he treated me. I guess that made me doubt God’s love for me, as well. I projected my disappointment with my earthly father onto our Heavenly Father. I’m grateful to you for nudging me to call my dad.”


  Her heart sang at seeing him so happy. “You should be grateful to God. I had a nudge from Him.” She said her own silent prayer of gratitude.


  “I am. For bringing me back to Him again. For this journey that made me realize what I truly want in life. For giving me so many blessings. You’re my blessing, Sierra. I can’t let you go.”


  She closed her eyes and opened them. Would she have to learn to live without Edgar again? “Let’s not talk about it right now.”


  “Okay, but we’ll have to figure something out. Oh, my dad said he’d love to have dinner with both of us.”


  “Then what are we waiting for?” She rose to her feet.


  Yes, she was going to enjoy Edgar’s company for as long as she could. Then… Then she’d have to say good-bye to him for the second time, and her heart was already aching in premonition.
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  One month later


  Edgar’s heart shifted more than once during the church ceremony. He was happy for his uncle—he really was. The reason for his heart shifting was he could so easily imagine standing in his uncle’s place with Sierra by his side.


  He longed to make that dream a reality.


  The wedding was going smoothly so far, if not to count a waitress dropping a tray and Aunt Willow slipping and knocking his uncle to the ground. Thankfully, no bones were broken, and even the vintage dress remained intact. Sierra rearranged Aunt Willow’s slightly messed-up hairdo, and all went back to normal.


  The reception at The Café later looked splendid, with the menu including lobster and barbecue ribs with thankfully no snails on the side. His uncle spared no expense, but the joy on the older man’s face suggested it was worth it.


  Edgar refilled Sierra’s glass with apple cider.


  She smiled up at him. “I’m so glad Aunt Willow found the man who was meant for her.”


  Oh, how much he loved that smile!


  After a few toasts, when things were calming down, Edgar drew a deep breath for courage and got up from his chair. Now or never. “Dear Uncle, I love you very much. I wish you and your new wife many years filled with happiness and joy. I do want the permission to steal your thunder today.”


  Aunt Willow’s new husband nodded. “Go ahead.”


  Edgar left the table, fished a small black velvet box from his pocket, and dropped on one knee in front of Sierra.


  Her eyes widened.


  He opened the box, and a ring with a diamond sparkled inside. Her favorite cut. He knew her well enough to know the kind of ring she wanted. He didn’t know whether she’d say yes, and his heart hammered.


  He looked up at her. “Sierra Knightley, I’ll be honest. Sometimes you irritate me.”


  She gasped, and a few awkward chuckles followed her gasp.


  Oh no.


  What was he saying?


  “But I can’t live without you irritating me. I can’t live without your laughter, your overwhelming love for animals and your family—Okay, I should’ve said family first.…” He coughed a little.


  Now more than a few chuckles skittered around him. Where was his usual confidence? His palms grew clammy.


  Smiling, Sierra gave him an encouraging nod.


  Her silent support made it easier to breathe and continue. “This is the most important moment of my life. Uncle, I know it’s your wedding. But considering the first time we met after years apart Sierra nearly knocked me unconscious with a paperweight, I figured I’d be safer asking her in a public place.”


  Now, full-blown laughter followed his words.


  Sierra lifted her chin. “I took him for a thief.”


  This was happening.


  This was real.


  Of course, if he’d ever get to the actual proposal part and if she said yes.


  Lord, please help me.


  He took another deep breath. “I don’t know whether I can survive the rest of my life with you”—he had to wait until a few more chuckles quieted down—“but I can’t imagine my life any other way.”


  “Dude, tell her you love her!” somebody from the right shouted.


  “Of course!” Edgar slapped himself on his forehead, thankfully, not with the hand with which he held the ring box. “But isn’t it obvious? Sierra, I love you so much. I think I loved you since the time I was seven and moved into our neighborhood. You walked down the street, holding a puppy.”


  His heart squeezed, sending a whoosh of blood to his head. She’d once told him she remembered that day, too, when she’d met her prim and proper neighbor in ironed black slacks and a white shirt. She’d thought no way he was the kind of kid she could play with. Couldn’t some other family have moved into the for-sale house?


  Then things … changed.


  The picture was so vivid in his memory as if it were yesterday. “The wind played with your red hair, which looked tangled and messy and had a few hay straws stuck in it. Your knees just below your fluffy pink skirt were scratched, and specks of dirt spotted your elbows. Similar specks of dirt covered the puppy’s chocolate-hued fir.”


  She nodded. “It took a while to get the poor thing from the mud puddle.”


  “Your blue eyes were shining brightly, and there was so much love and tenderness in them. I became lost in your eyes then. I’m lost in your eyes now. I want to be forever lost in your eyes. I’ll find a way to make my life in Rios Azules because I want to be where you are. Will you take this ring? Will you marry me?”


  Aunt Willow sniffled. “That was beautiful. Just the way I dreamed it was going to be for you, Sierra.”


  “Girl, if you don’t marry this guy, I will,” Sierra’s sister said while cradling the child.


  Sierra squared her shoulders. “You had me wait for so long.” She closed her eyes as if trying to prevent tears from spilling. “You had me wait for so long. I imagined saying yes to your proposal so many times in my dreams. My second, third, my thousandth yes. You hadn’t asked me for years, and I decided it wasn’t meant to be. I should say no.”


  Everybody gasped.


  Edgar’s heart tumbled to the ground.


  “But I can’t. I love you too much for that.” A beautiful smile lit up her face. “I didn’t fall in love the moment I saw you. It was when you helped me bathe that puppy and held it while I bandaged its paw that a new feeling grew inside me. You’re the man for me. You’ll always be. You have the second, third, thousandth yes from me. Of course, I’ll marry you.”


  Applause erupted around them. He slipped the ring on her finger, then lifted her and whirled around, barely able to believe his dream was about to come true.


  As he finally placed her on the ground, she flung her arms around his neck as if not caring about the audience. A wave of elation sweeping him up, he hugged her gently.


  When he let her go, he had difficulty thinking rationally. Then some things filtered through his mental fog as they took their seats at the table again. “I might have to look for a job in McAllen, but I can handle a long daily commute.”


  She shook her head, sending her auburn strands flying around her lovely face. “You won’t need to leave your job. I got accepted at one of the Houston universities. They are going to give me credit for the classes I’ve done already. I’m turning in my two-week notice and moving to Houston. I already talked to my parents, and they agreed it was time for me to do what I wanted with my life. I prayed a lot about it, and it’s time for me to follow God’s guidance for real.”


  Joy filled him. “This is incredible!”


  “Well, you might not be so happy when you learn my pets move with me.” She studied him.


  He grinned at her. “I figured they were part of the package. I’ll love them as my own.”


  “Even cats?” She narrowed her eyes.


  He didn’t even blink. “Even cats.”


  “I knew you were a keeper.” She sighed contentedly. “But you won’t have to make that generous gesture. Aunt Willow adores my cats so much she decided to adopt them. Traitors, they seem to love her as much as they love me.”


  He’d better ask. “Does my uncle know?”


  “Yes.” She laced her fingers through his. “Isn’t it a sign of true love that he accepted her with cats?”


  “It certainly is.” He nodded with enthusiasm as her touch sent a wonderful current through him.


  “I realized God gives us many opportunities. But we can find many excuses not to follow our dreams. I was upset with God because I prayed so much to be with you, to become a veterinarian, and neither one was happening for me. But while praying is very important and we do need to pray, we also need to do our part. Okay, I do love my family very much. But I believe I helped them enough that I can visit them as often as possible and love them from a distance.”


  He nodded his agreement. “By the way, what do you think about going to Poland for our honeymoon? We just received not one but two wedding invitations from there.”


  “I’d be thrilled to go there again and explore it properly. It’ll forever be the place for me where I realized I never stopped loving you.” Then her eyes widened. “Two weddings… Agnieszka and Bartek? And her sister? I know you made it good on your promise to help Agata with the wedding. That was kind of you.”


  Trying not to show how much her praise meant to him, he shrugged nonchalantly. “As you often say, it was the right thing to do.”


  “Oh, I received a text from the trucker, Brock. Miranda said yes to going out with him and was impressed with chocolate strawberries and his song. They are seeing each other regularly now. Guess what?” She leaned to him.


  He’d never get tired of being close to her. Oh, she asked him something. “Let me see. Brock wants to pop the question and needs our help to know how to do it?”


  She wiggled her finger at him. “Not fair! You weren’t supposed to guess.”


  “I’m so happy, my gorgeous fiancée, that I want everybody around me to be happy. We’d better come up with some great ideas for the romantic proposal. Um, something tells me my speech might not be the best example to use.”


  Her face lit up. “On the contrary. I think it was perfect. Perfect for me. The Lord meant us for each other.”


  “I wish I realized it sooner.” He barely resisted the urge to hug her again. “I’m so happy you said yes.”


  “Thank You, Lord, for giving me a second chance with Edgar,” she whispered.


  “Thank You, Lord,” Edgar echoed.
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  Two months later


  Flanked by her parents, Sierra’s heart swelled as she walked down the aisle in the church she’d attended since she’d been a little girl. While she lived in Houston now, they agreed the wedding should be in their hometown.


  This was the day she’d dreamed of for so many years.


  She was finally to marry Edgar Delaney!


  As she moved slowly toward the man she’d loved for so long and their future together, her heartbeat became a staccato.


  She did send the dress to London Hutchins for alterations, after all, and it came back just the way she’d wanted. The fluffy skirt had been removed, and the original lace, embroidery, and pearls sparkled in the light. The long lace sleeves and the embroidered top had been fitted to Sierra’s slim frame from Aunt Willow’s rather ample figure.


  Walking near the pews, Sierra smiled at Aunt Willow, who was glowing by Edgar’s uncle’s side. Married life agreed with Aunt Willow—she seemed to feel better than she had in decades and, much to her husband’s chagrin, talked about adopting more cats.


  As Sierra moved farther down the aisle, she waved to Agnieszka and the attractive young man with a dark mustache and beard, who Sierra assumed was Bartek. They’d made it here all the way from Poland, and Sierra sent them a grateful smile.


  A similar smile went to the now-engaged Brock and Miranda. The petite woman beamed at him.


  Then all she could think about was Edgar, who looked at her with so much love it stole her breath.


  When she took her place by the man she loved with all her heart, she repeated the words she’d said the day he’d proposed, “Thank You, Lord, for giving me a second chance with Edgar.”


  “Thank You, Lord,” Edgar echoed.


  The End
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  My prayer is that Season of Surprises will encourage you in your walk with Christ and will help you feel the abundant love God has for us. I pray that you’ll find the path God has meant for you even before you were born and that your life is filled with love and happiness.


  Season of Surprises is a story of love, faith, and second chances. Edgar realizes we receive many second chances, in personal and professional lives, and first and foremost, in our relationship with God. He eventually accepts those chances. While Sierra accepts second chances in the end, she has doubts initially. She thinks that, if the things didn’t work out between her and Edgar, maybe God didn’t mean them for each other.


  
    1. Do you agree that God gives us second chances? Or do you think that if something didn’t happen the first time, it wasn’t meant to be?

  


  Sierra postpones and then nearly gives up pursuing her dream of becoming a veterinarian because her relatives always need something from her.


  
    2. Do you agree with Edgar that God gives us talents and abilities for a reason? Do you remember the parable about the buried talent and think it can be applied in this case? Or do you agree with Sierra’s decision in the beginning of this book that family obligations come before our own goals?

  


  Sierra’s family constantly throws tasks at her so she drops everything to run to the rescue. As Christians, we should help others. We shouldn’t refuse their requests.


  
    3. Is helping everybody (even those who are unwilling to help themselves) always the right thing to do? As Christians, how do we draw the line if some people take advantage of our kindness for years?

  


  Prayer is extremely important in our lives. It’s our conversation with God, an essential part of our relationship with the Lord. Prayer plays a great role in Sierra’s life. However, for years she feels God isn’t answering her prayers about becoming a veterinarian and marrying Edgar.


  
    4. Do you ever feel that you pray and pray and pray and still nothing happens? Does it make you feel discouraged? Do you agree with Edgar that, once we feel we know God’s guidance, we should do our part in following it?

  


  Sierra realizes she was so stuck in her routine life that it made it difficult for her to uproot everything and risk failure. She prayed to God for guidance, but she didn’t follow God’s guidance because she was scared to take that risk.


  
    5. Does the possibility of failure ever stop you from reaching for the wonderful things God might’ve meant for you? What do you do about it?

  


  Edgar’s estranged relationship with his father affected his relationship with God.


  
    6. Have your hurts from your family members and/or loved ones ever affected your relationship with the Lord, our Heavenly Father? What have you done to reconcile those relationships?
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  Hello Crossroads Reader!


  I sincerely hope you relished the adventure of Sierra and Edgar and it made you smile. Their road to recover the wedding dress was filled with difficulties, as well as their journey to rediscover love and find the path God intended for them. It would thrill me to know their romance touched your heart. But even more, I hope this book will encourage you to walk closer with Christ. Edgar reconciled with his father, and it helped him reconcile with his Heavenly Father as he and Sierra opened their hearts to love again. Let’s all remember that the greatest love in the universe is the one the Lord gives us.


  It is now my very sincere honor to introduce the second story in this Crossroads collection, Something Borrowed, Someone Blue by the exceptionally gifted writer, Chautona Havig. I’ve met Chautona while working on a boxed set some time ago, and she always struck me as an enthusiastic, cheerful person. I’m glad I had the opportunity to work and pray with her. The more I know her, the more I’m impressed with her many talents, and the more I see what a caring person she is. First and foremost, she cares about God. She cares about her fellow authors. And she cares about her readers as she writes stories that help readers grow in their faith.


  In addition to being a great writer, Chautona has also crafted the covers for all of the Crossroads Collections (her covers are beautiful). Chautona Havig uses story to connect readers with the Master Storyteller. With more than seventy published books, she writes about fictional people who have real problems, weaknesses, and triumphs. Through their stories, she shares the Hope that is within her.


  In Something Borrowed, Someone Blue, a borrowed dress, half-completed marriage counseling, and a last-minute theft lead up to the big day. It seems there is plenty of stress to go around for all the family members. But for preachers, a wedding is just another day at the office, right? Or is it?


  Chautona gives readers a rare peek into the private life and thoughts of a minister dutifully trying to shepherd his flock and lets us see what happens when his own heart becomes entangled in the process.


  Please enjoy this story of faith, hope, and unexpected love in Something Borrowed, Someone Blue.


  Alexa Verde


  Author of Season of Surprises
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  Three Bibles lay on his desk—all three open to the parable of the ten virgins. Beside him, a reference book on Hebrew customs and their meanings in Jesus’ parables. Before him—his notes.


  But are the foolish virgins hard ground? Stony ground? Thorny? It wasn’t the first time he’d gone over and over the passage. Hours of debates in seminary had done nothing to solidify his understanding. The problem is that most interpretations make sense.


  A knock rescued him from yet another rabbit hole dive into something he’d probably never answer to his own satisfaction. As Ty rose, he pulled out his phone and flipped through his calendar app. No appointments.


  Lara Priest stood there, shivering. “Good morning, Brother Jamison!”


  “Ty works, too, you know….” He opened the door wide and gestured for her to enter.


  She gave him a not-so-apologetic look. “Baby steps. I still have to swallow ‘pastor’ and insert brother. Maybe after that becomes second nature.”


  It didn’t make sense to him, but since she was one of the few who actually managed to remember, Ty decided not to press it. “Coffee?”


  “Oh, no, thank you. I, um…” A blush infused even more color into cheeks already reddened by the walk in the cold. “I’m actually here to see if there’s any chance you have a Friday available in June.”


  She’s asking me out? Four months in advance? Dating members of his congregation wasn’t exactly forbidden, but he’d never considered it. “I…”


  “I know. Friday is a weird day for a wedding, but Preston—he’s my fiancé—is a Seventh Day Adventist. I guess they usually don’t do weddings on Saturdays, and I know we can’t have Sunday, so I thought maybe a Friday morning wedding with lunch and an afternoon reception? That way, even if you do have a Saturday wedding, the church would be all cleaned up by Friday evening.”


  Once more, Ty floundered for words. “June, you say?”


  “Yes. It’s silly, I know, but I’ve always wanted to do the whole June wedding thing—just like my grandparents and everything—but I don’t want to wait a whole year, and neither does Preston.”


  “Four months…”


  “I know. Four months is tight, but I’ve already got calls out to caterers, a florist, and I know who I want to do my dress. Rhonda can totally pull it off—especially with London on the project.”


  Who Rhonda was, and why she’d order a dress from London for a rushed wedding, Ty couldn’t imagine, but Lara’s repeated question about potential dates derailed his thoughts. “Let me check the church calendar….”


  Ty offered her a chair and moved to view his monitor. A few clicks of the mouse brought up the calendar, and a click on “Weddings” brought up which ones were booked when and by whom. “My biggest concern,” he explained, “is that people tend to decorate on Thursday or Friday nights and then do the final floral decor when it arrives on the day of the wedding.”


  “I was going to pay someone to come in and do all the cleanup. I wanted to be done by five so that if there was a rehearsal for someone else, we’d be cleaned up by say seven?”


  You’ve thought this out, haven’t you? With names of couples in hand, Ty pulled out his notebook and looked up each one until he found the one he’d thought might be June. “How does the twenty-eighth sound?”


  The way she lit up at that gave a hint of the radiant bride she’d be. “Really? You have something?”


  “A couple coming down from Stoneyhill. They’ll do a rehearsal when they arrive, while friends decorate the hall. The bride can’t get off work until Friday night late, so…” Ty grinned as she jogged her feet and squealed in her seat. “Is that a yes to the date?”


  “A total yes! Thank you!”


  Throat constricting, heart pounding, Ty couldn’t have hidden his dread if he’d tried, but still, he had to ask. “And does… Preston?”


  Again with the blushes. “St. James, yes.”


  “Right, Preston…” Recognition scaled his voice to a pitch he hadn’t produced since the onset of puberty. “St. James?”


  Lara nodded. “Can you believe it?”


  This he had to hear. “Spill it, Lara.”


  With the giddiness of a teen herself, Lara scooted forward, hands stuffed between her knees, and began. “Well, see, he started coming into the restaurant back in October. The first ghost story competition, in fact. Then he came every Thursday until Thanksgiving. He came back on the Monday after and asked me out. Last night…” She pulled her left hand from between her knees and showed a ring so large it almost looked fake.


  Kind of fast, but…


  “I told him that I wanted to get married here—with my minister officiating.”


  “That means a lot since I’ve hardly known you much longer than he has.” A spark of excitement lit a fire inside him. Finally. I will finally perform a wedding for someone who is actually a member of my congregation!


  “What’s wrong? I know it’s fast,” she rushed on, not giving him a chance to answer. “But we really have spent a lot of time together, and Preston’s pastor gave us his blessing before Preston even proposed.”


  “Will you be…” What should he ask? Did one “convert” to Adventism like one might Catholicism or Reformed theology? Ty couldn’t remember much about his studies on Adventists. “Attending church with him in the future?”


  This time, Lara’s blush hinted that she’d expected this question. “Until one or the other of us decides, in good conscience, that we can change where we worship, we’ll each be continuing to attend our respective churches.” She glanced at her watch. “Um, is it going to be a problem? I really have to get to the restaurant, but I wanted to rush over first thing and try to snag a date if there was one.”


  “The twenty-eighth, then?” Ty added the wedding into the church calendar and rotated the monitor so she could see.


  “Oh, thank you! And you’ll do it? I’ll probably ask his pastor to say a prayer or read a Scripture or something, but I really wanted you.”


  Ty rose and moved to walk her to the door. He gave her a hug and nodded at the pointed questioning look she gave him. “Of course. Actually, I’m thrilled that I’ll finally have a wedding for one of my members. I thought it would be Mitchell and Brenna, but…” He grinned. “I suppose you’ll do in a pinch.”


  “Great! I’ll call you and set up counseling later?”


  “I was just going to suggest it.”


  He walked with her as far as the chapel and waved until she’d reached the street. Inside, he gazed around the sanctuary, imagining tulle and satin, flowers and candles, and guests. With the St. Jameses coming, it would be packed.


  From the front, he gazed out over the imaginary congregation and down the aisle to the back doors. Someone would fling them open. Lara would step into view on the arm of her… father? He wasn’t certain. She’d wear white. Lara was too traditional for even a pale pink contrast somewhere.


  Maybe ivory, though. With her blonde hair and the warm tones of her skin… Ivory. Perhaps it wasn’t manly of him to know about such things, but after nearly a wedding every weekend of the year, he’d learned a thing or two about colors, shades, and hues. And way more about flowers than he’d ever wanted to know.


  Still, if the interior decor changes at The Birches restaurant could be attributed to Lara’s influence, it would be a stunning wedding. He guessed live music—maybe a harpist or a cellist. Both…


  Preston St. James would probably be misty-eyed at the sight of his beautiful bride. Most men were. Although, a significant number tried to hide it.


  Once more, he gazed out over an imaginary congregation. “Friends and family, we’ve all come here to celebrate….”


  A contented sigh escaped, and Ty jogged back down the steps of the dais and knelt at the first pew. Time to pray for another marriage. If only all his prayers were about such happy occasions.


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  With the tap of a finger, “Londonderry Air” played on a harp, cello, and oboe filled the dining room at The Birches. Lara dragged the slider to lower the volume, closed her eyes, listened, and scooched it a bit more to the left. “Perfect.”


  Candle lighter in hand, she swept the perimeter of the room, lighting the all-glass lanterns on each table and taking note of what the waitstaff needed to address. Only the “deuces” around the edge of the room offered candlelight—a nod to romance. Of course, the occasional business meals that only required a table for two probably would have preferred overhead lighting, but there wasn’t any, and when Lara took over the management of The Birches in September, she’d simply rearranged the room to turn a liability into an advantage.


  Her hostess burst in from the kitchen, reservation book in hand, and waved. “Carlo needs you in the kitchen. Something about bad shrimp.”


  “I don’t need this…!” Despite her wail, Lara breathed deep, calmed herself, and strode into the kitchen with what she hoped was a confident, unconcerned air. “You asked for me, Carlo?”


  “Where did you get this junk?” He flicked a finger at the day’s fresh shrimp and turned away as if to ensure the pile of crustaceans would feel his disdain.


  I will not fire him for being an overly-dramatic prima donna. I will not fire—


  “You cannot expect me to work in these conditions.”


  Why does everything you say sound like it was ripped from a B movie? Of course, saying that wouldn’t do her any good, so Lara played the game… just as she always did. “Look, Carlo. You’re a genius. If our usually excellent supplier brought sub-par shrimp, then the ocean doesn’t have enough junk at the bottom to give us the quality we need. Work your magic so the customers don’t know it.”


  The moment Carlo threw up his hands and turned, Lara knew the day’s drama had ended. I predict the salad greens tomorrow—all wilted and inedible.


  A voice called out, “Mr. St. James is here….”


  Lara pulled out her phone and zipped a text message to Jenni at the hostess stand. Are all deuces reserved all night?


  The moment a response in the negative arrived, Lara pushed through the doors to the dining room. Preston rose when he saw her approach. “Lara…”


  His kiss—more continental than affectionate—she expected. “Let’s move you to this one up here, and you can stay as long as you like at it.” She looped an arm through his. “We got the church.”


  “We did? How—?”


  Sitting opposite him, Lara allowed him to capture her hands before she reminded him that few people needed the church for Friday weddings. “And since it’s on the twenty-eighth, we’re not even going to conflict with the next wedding. They won’t arrive until the next day—sounds like an evening wedding.”


  “We can’t have people cleaning after sundown, Lara. I know you’re not used—”


  “I already took care of it. We’ll have a crew there by five o’clock, and they’ll have everything done by seven—eight at the latest.”


  A lock of hair that had plagued her all afternoon finally slipped free and dangled about her jaw. Lara would have tucked it behind her ear, but Preston frowned. “You really should pin that up well. People don’t like hair in their food.”


  “I don’t serve food.” The retort flew out before Lara could stop herself. As Preston’s jaw clenched, she gave his hand a squeeze. “But I do need to get it out of my face before our first reservations arrive.”


  “I’ll wait.”


  The first diners wouldn’t arrive for half an hour at least, but Lara rose to take care of it before he became stressed out about it. Three steps from the table, she remembered Carlo. Turning, she caught his admiring gaze and smiled. “By the way, Carlo is flipping out about the shrimp, so I’d order that. It’ll be amazing tonight.”


  A scowl had barely formed when Preston rearranged his features to patient resignation. “Lara, shellfish—I don’t eat it.”


  “Oh, right.” She felt her cheeks flame as she turned to hurry away. “Sorry. Habit.”


  By the time she returned, Preston had a glass of lemon water before him, and he looked more relaxed. A glance at her hair was all it took for him to nod his approval. “You’re a wonder. Just a minute or two, and you’ve recreated perfection.” As Lara seated herself, he added, “My behavior was inexcusable. I apologize. You looked lovely, and I…” Lips tight, he shook his head and refused to continue.


  “Oh, it’s nothing. I agreed. It had to be done.” A glance at her phone told Lara she only had only a couple of minutes before the deluge of questions and problems began. “So, June twenty-eighth! I can’t believe we got June!”


  “I was still hoping for April or May.”


  “There’s no way I could get even a simple wedding planned and executed by April. It’ll be hard enough with June. More like having a part-time job.”


  Preston leaned forward and murmured, “You must save some time for me.” As his thumb caressed the back of her hand, he added, “I don’t want to play second fiddle to an event.”


  “Don’t worry. I’ll need lots of help making sure I don’t do anything that’ll offend your family.”


  “You make us sound like hyper-sensitive ogres, Lara.”


  “No!” She steadied herself with a deep, calming breath and tried again. “It’s just that I know you have spiritual convictions that I might not know about yet. I don’t want to be insensitive to that.” With assurances that all she had to do was ask still ringing in her ears, Lara decided she’d better confirm that date. “And June twenty-eighth isn’t a problem? You said a Friday was okay as long as everything was done by sundown…”


  He gave her a smile—somewhat insincere, she thought, but a smile nonetheless. “Is that the date you want?”


  It was probably the wrong answer, but Lara decided to just be honest and hope he understood. “Yes.”


  “Then it’s the perfect date.” As if to reaffirm that assertion, Preston took her hands, squeezed them, and offered a repeat of that last smile. “I just want my girl happy.”
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  One eyelid peeled open, and through the goop of sleep, the fuzzy outlines of a nine, a four—or was it another nine?—and a six glowed back at her. Lara rolled over on her back, rubbed both eyes, and tried again. The “six” changed to an eight. 9:48.


  “Well… there goes church with Preston.”


  If she were honest with herself, the loss didn’t hurt too much—not at all, really. Switching to a Seventh-day Adventist church wouldn’t really fit her career path. Restaurants needed those weekend patrons, and that meant they needed reliable weekend managers. “And I’ll never get to the place where I can buy The Birches if I don’t put in the tough hours.”


  Her arms flopped back on the bed, and her eyes closed. Lara might have fallen back to sleep, but a buzzing vibration popped one eye open again. Preston’s face filled a circle on her screen. A tap brought up a text message. Good morning, gorgeous. Sleep. Don’t try to make it to church. You can go to yours tomorrow. If I can get out of family lunch, I’ll come, too.


  “And that’s why I love him, Lord!” After zipping back a reply, Lara flung back the covers and bounced out of bed. “He works so hard to make sure he tries to fit into my world, too, instead of just trying to push me into his.”


  All the sunshine and roses that had warmed her heart disappeared as she drew the drapes open and stared out over a drizzly New Cheltenham. “Ugh. I need to go talk to Brenna, but with all that rain, ‘in a minute, I shall melt away,’ as the old Oz witch said.”


  Brenna ran the Curio & Garret—New Cheltenham’s antique store—and served as guardian to her younger sister. As one of the newest residents in town, Lara hadn’t made many friends yet, but the Kinsey sisters were definitely at the top of her list. It might be strange to have a new friend as her maid of honor, but Lara wanted Brenna.


  Fleece yoga pants—a must. Extra-soft granny tunic? Lara hesitated, loving the print but hating how it added twenty years unless someone took the time to really look at her. Still, on a cold, rainy day, comfort trumped style. She snatched it off the hanger and could have purred as the cozy softness slid over her. “Oh, yeah. Good thing Preston won’t be by.”


  Coat, cute rain boots, giant umbrella—she was all set. As Lara locked the door behind her and jogged down the steps, she tried not to grumble about the “no cars” rule for New Cheltenham streets. “It’s worth it…” Once she’d opened her umbrella and the back door of her building, Lara clamped her mouth shut and forced her thoughts inward. No more talking to myself where people can hear me. I’ll make the front page of The Tattler if I get caught again. I can see it now. “Local business manager is a closet schizophrenic.”


  She tilted the umbrella to ward off rain from the side and strolled past The Blue Duck, not even allowing herself to look inside. Besides, didn’t they stop saying schizophrenic? Now it’s some personality disorder? Confused personal… no. Not that.


  A dress in The Sparrow & Lily caught her eye… again, but Lara pretended that she didn’t see it. Five passes and she hadn’t even stopped in to see what the fabric content was. Improvement. At this rate, I may make it to ten before I give up and buy it. Baby steps.


  An open sign greeted her at The Curio & Garrett. Lara stepped inside, shook out her umbrella, and dropped it into an enamelware bucket by the door. “Brenna?”


  “She’s upstairs taking a shower.” Lara glanced to her left and found Lauren Kinsey draped over a leather armchair, a book in hand.


  “Poirot?”


  “No…”


  “School assignment, huh? I’m going to go with The Scarlet Letter, then.”


  Lauren shook her head. “Nope. For school, she has me reading The Hunger Games trilogy.”


  Brenna’s voice called out from the storeroom, “Lauren is probably the only kid in the greater Rockland area who has to be forced to read contemporary young adult fiction instead of musty old mysteries about…”


  An exaggerated sigh accompanied Lauren hopping to her feet. “There’s nothing musty about Patricia Wentworth.”


  Lara winked at her near name-twin and asked the questions she knew the girl wanted to answer most. “Which book, and what’s it about?”


  “Oh, it’s wonderful. So, this old governess is kind of like Miss Marple—Christie, you know—and she goes around reading Tennyson and knitting all the time. Everyone underestimates her.” Lauren held up the cover as if it would prove her assertions. “So far in The Chinese Shawl, this old family feud is back, and Miss Silver has to figure out who killed whom and why.”


  To Brenna, she added, “And note the proper use of whom, my dear, dismayed sister.” Lauren wrinkled her nose. “I should have added darling. Let me try that again, my dear, dismayed, darling of a sister.” She winked at Lara before adding, “Reading these older books is great for my vocabulary and grammar. You can’t say that about The Hunger Games.”


  Brenna and Lara watched the least “tweenish” twelve-year-old in the country disappear behind the swinging doors to “the back,” book in hand and a spring in her step. “That girl,” Brenna sighed, “should be a huge relief, but I can’t help but wonder if I shouldn’t be pushing ‘normal’ on her.”


  Arms folded over her chest, and a once-over that would make most women blush if it came from a man, Lara just shook her head. “Normal? You think you know what that is? Miss Brenna, Jane Marple, Kinsey?”


  “I am not an amateur sleuth.”


  “No, but you dress like one.” With a quirk of her eyebrow, Lara dared her friend to argue.


  Brenna didn’t even glance at her skirt as she brushed imaginary lint from it. Had anyone walked into the shop when Brenna was alone, they would have been sure they’d stepped into post-war England at the sight of Brenna’s shoulder-length waves, sensible skirt and shoes, blouse, and cardigan—except that today she wore a pullover sweater under that cardigan.


  “Okay, you’ve got me there.”


  “Can you escape for a few minutes? Get coffee with me?”


  Brenna’s, “In the rain?” proved surprisingly soothing.


  At least I’m not alone in my dislike of getting wet. “I don’t suppose,” Lara suggested, “we can cross the garden and go in the back door?”


  “Not if you don’t want to antagonize Mrs. Hobbs.”


  Lauren appeared. “Fine. I’ll go. But you have to buy me a scone.” She gave Brenna a look that no one would challenge. “With sprinkles.”


  “Deal.” Lara pulled cash from her coat pocket and thrust it into the girl’s hands. “Thanks.”


  “I know when I’m not wanted. You didn’t fool me.” With that, she disappeared out the door—sans umbrella.


  Only Brenna’s sigh told Lara she hadn’t misheard. “I—”


  “Don’t worry about it. She’s intuitive. So, come on. Let’s go to the back table. It’ll give us some privacy.”


  “What about customers?”


  Without bothering to answer, Brenna led the way to the small, drop-leaf table that usually held something being repaired. She propped open the swinging saloon doors and sank into the chair, glancing around her with a smile. “Lauren cleaned up for me.”


  “Cleaned what?”


  “I was working on this doll when the fabric gave way, and I got an explosion of old, musty sawdust all over me.” Her eyes darted about the storeroom. “I wonder where she put it…” Brenna gave herself a shake. “Never mind. What’s on yours—mind, that is?”


  All night long she’d planned what to say—how to ask. She’d be sophisticated, gracious, and she’d definitely manage to convey how much she valued their friendship as she did. What came out, however, didn’t exactly reflect those at all. “I’m getting married!”


  “Wha—? Preston? Really?” Brenna hopped up to hug her. “When did—? Thursday night, of course. I mean, Valentine’s Day, duh!”


  Lara stopped herself from asking about Brenna’s Valentine’s Day just in time. After all, no matter what Mitchell might have come up with, it would just look like a cheap-shot comparison. “I was so surprised!”


  Faint lines appeared on Brenna’s forehead as she stared at Lara’s hand. “When do you guys go pick out rings?”


  “Pick out—?” That’s when Lara recalled that she’d put the ring in her pocket so as not to give away the news. She dug for it, and at finding a hole in the pocket, nearly retched.


  “What?”


  “H-h-hole!”


  “What?” Brenna seemed to be saying words, but Lara couldn’t imagine what they were. “Lara!”


  She dug deeper into the pocket, ripping the hole open even wider. “It’s—gone! I’ve got to go—”


  Lara bolted from the store, eyes scanning the ground and cursing the lack of sun. The diamond was large enough to send a beacon into space if sunlight hit it just right, but without sun…


  Brenna followed behind her, coatless, getting just as soaked as she did. Lara protested. “Go inside! You’ll get sick!”


  “And you won’t? Keep going. I’ll follow in case you miss it.”


  “Like I could ever do that,” Lara muttered to herself. All the way home, upstairs, around the apartment, and back down again—nothing. She found nothing.


  After half a minute’s debate, Lara caved and agreed to retrace her route to Brenna’s shop—just in case. Brenna promised they’d go to “the constables,” New Cheltenham’s contracted security “police,” if they didn’t find it.


  They’d just passed The Blue Duck when Lauren’s voice caught up with them. She arrived a second later. “What’re you doing out here? You’re all wet, and now I’m getting wet, too!”


  “You went out without a coat,” Brenna argued. “You were predestined to be wet when you left.”


  “I dodged the drops. Now…”


  Something glinted, and Brenna pounced half a second before Lara could, but it turned out to be a child’s cheap, plastic bauble. “I thought I had it.”


  “What? What’d you have?”


  “Lara’s ring—she’s lost it—hole in the pocket.”


  Why does that make me feel like the worst fiancée ever?


  “What does it look like, and why do you think it’s on the street?”


  Lara pulled out her pocket as they reached The Curio & Garret. “Hole. I’ve got to go see the constables. Maybe someone turned it in.”


  Although Brenna would have turned and gone right with her, dripping wet and all, Lauren pushed them both through the shop door and shooed them to the back room.


  “Take off that coat, too.” Lauren eyed Brenna. “Go up and change—and blow out that hair. You can’t get sick again.”


  “Yes, bossy…”


  Lara waited for Brenna to get upstairs before turning to go. “I’ll come back—”


  “No! Let me see that coat.”


  Perhaps it was the air of authority in the tone, maybe it was just having someone else deal with it for a minute—no matter how ineffectively. Lara didn’t know which was correct, if either was, but she complied. “I really need—”


  “Call them if you like, but I bet it’s in here…”


  With the shock worn off, tears pricked Lara’s eyes at the thought of trying to tell Preston about his ring. “That ring is worth thousands… five digits, Lauren. I need to get help.”


  “Found it.” Lara watched, amazed, as Lauren shook the coat, reached through the pocket, fumbled around the bottom, and pulled out the ring. The girl gazed at it, whistled, and forked it over. “Whew! No wonder you were freaking out. That’s not a ring. That’s a down payment on a house!”


  Standing in Brenna’s bathroom doorway with the blow dryer making her have to shout wasn’t precisely how Lara had planned to announce her engagement and ask her friend to be her maid of honor, but it would have to do. “It’s June twenty-eighth. Will you do it?”


  “What about your sister?” Brenna shouted over the din of the hair dryer.


  “I don’t want the—” Halfway through “don’t,” Brenna shut off the dryer and Lara’s voice echoed in the small room. She finished with a more dulcet, “Drama.” At Brenna’s hesitation, she added, “Please?”


  “If you’re sure…” Brenna grinned and spun to hug her. “I can’t believe it! You’re getting married!”


  “I’m going to need lots of help….”


  Brenna picked up wet clothes from the floor, draped them over the shower curtain rod, and hustled her from the room. “Remember that cool wedding planner we saw at Office Factory? I’ll go get it the minute—”


  “I got it yesterday,” Lara confessed.


  In a move more Lauren-like than Brenna-ish, her friend marched her out the door, down the stairs, and through the store. “Go get it. We have work to do. Especially if you really did say June twenty-eighth.” She peered into Lara’s face as if it would give away secrets. “I don’t suppose you mean of next year…?”


  


  
    
      [image: dress sketch]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter]
          

          	
            [image: ]
          

          	
            [image: 3]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  The Boar & Hops, known affectionately by locals as “The Jumping Pig,” bustled with business, despite the gloomy, rainy day. The sheer number of couples present suggested that they represented belated Valentine’s Day outings. A pang of longing for that special someone with whom to share fish and chips or shepherd’s pies and soft mead on special occasions lasted until Ty saw the third couple begin an under-the-breath squabble.


  I can wait for Your timing, Lord. I’ve seen too many rushed relationships. I’ll practice patience until the day You bring her.


  A new girl behind the counter took his money and carried two brown paper bags out and plopped them on the counter. “Roger says there better not be a sermon on Noah or loaves and fishes—whatever that means.”


  The idea that anyone wouldn’t get at least the Noah reference struck a pang to his heart, but Ty grinned, nonetheless. “Might want to stop in tomorrow and see. If you show up, I’ll do it—just to enlighten you and annoy him.”


  That prompted a smile. “If I didn’t have to work, I might have done it. Just so I could tease him.” At that, her gaze shifted just past him, and Ty decided he’d better get the food to Mitchell’s place.


  Thirty-four N. Piccadilly Square still didn’t have a sign. As far as Ty could recall, it never had. Mitchell Bogaert, one of the winners of last year’s Dickens Ghost Storytelling contest—the plasma phobic one, no less—still hadn’t done much with the place. It served as an eclectic reading room for the locals of New Cheltenham. A place for kids to gather and do homework, for the Chamber of Commerce meetings, for the township association meetings, and for harried husbands or mothers seeking a few minutes of peace to arrive and just read.


  The antique library table served as a perfect place for Mitchell and Ty to spread out their lunches, and as he popped the Styrofoam lid of his fish and chips container, Ty wondered what had prompted the discussion—or for Mitchell to lock the front door. “Everything all right?”


  “Yeah… just don’t want Lauren wandering in and overhearing.”


  Ty’s heart sank. He’d been rooting for Mitchell and Brenna long before Mitchell had figured out just what a special girl Brenna really was. “So, everything isn’t all right, then.”


  “It’s going too well if anything.” Mitchell dunked battered fish into vinegar and took a bite. “And that’s the problem.”


  Okay… looks like commitment phobia, then. Related to the ghost phobia, I wonder… The way Mitchell picked at the food, dunking but rarely taking a bite, hinted that this wouldn’t be an easy fix.


  “I know it’s only been a few months, but…”


  Ty nodded. “But sometimes things move faster than we expect?” The memory of Lara’s news the previous day bore testimony to that one. Is four months enough time to really know?


  “Yeah.” In a move Ty had only seen when Mitchell was nervous, the guy removed his glasses, rubbed them on his shirttail, and popped them back on again. “Yeah,” he repeated as if it clarified anything.


  “I doubt Brenna expects—”


  “Me to know how to be a big brother? Good. Because I don’t.”


  Fish abandoned, Mitchell began pacing. “I mean, I’m going to want to marry her… eventually. Then what? Do you know how awkward it’s going to be moving into their house or vice versa? With a teenager?”


  Cruel? Perhaps. Still, Ty couldn’t resist. “She’s not thirteen yet.”


  Mitchell came to a stop beside Ty’s chair. “Not. Helpful.” He snatched one of Ty’s fries, which only prompted Ty to snatch one of his. Then, as if he’d never stopped, he began ranting again. “I mean, I’d be sort of a father to a kid old enough for me to have to scare guys away from! I don’t know how to do that!”


  Without looking up from his fish, Ty mumbled, “So don’t,” around a mouthful.


  “I’m in love with Brenna, Ty. When you fall in love, you marry the girl. It’s human relationships 101.” Mitchell dropped into his chair, sagging against the back as limp as a jellyfish. “It’s storytelling 101. Guy meets girl. They hit it off. Something drives them apart. They work to fix something together. They live happily-ever-after.”


  “What drove you apart?”


  With a face as green as if he’d eaten bad fish, Mitchell shuddered. “Don’t even mention it. I’m hoping we’ll skip that one.”


  The good-natured ribbing that formed fizzled at a thought. “Wait… so what’s the problem again? You love her, but you haven’t had conflict, and you don’t want to have to have ‘the talk’ with Brenna’s sister?”


  “Not having any conflict isn’t a problem. I don’t want that. And…” if possible the guy turned even greener. “Don’t even talk about ‘the talk.’ I can’t take it.”


  It was time to take pity on the guy. “Look, here’s the thing. You’re worrying about being a dad to a teen.”


  “Yeah… kind of. I mean—”


  Ty waved him off. “No, listen. You need to quit thinking of it as becoming a parent and instead, remember that Brenna is just an older sister. Yeah, she has authority, but she’s not Lauren’s mom, and I think that’s the greatest thing about how she handles Lauren. She never seems to try to be a replacement mom.”


  “And when we don’t agree on when or how to do that authority thing?”


  Oookaaay. Now we’re at the real problem. How I’d handle things isn’t going to work for you. A stroke of genius—God must be painting again—swiped away Ty’s feeble attempts at a compromising solution and gave a more Biblical one. “Here’s the deal, Mitch. This is what premarital counseling is for—working out how the Bible says these things get resolved before the conflict occurs.”


  “And boom! Everything’s ‘dunky hory,’ as Cline used to say?”


  “That was one of Cline Chester’s least inspired spoonerisms.”


  Mitchell dropped back to his seat to munch on vinegar-logged fish. “It’s the only one I ever picked up. It made my aunts gasp at the horror of saying something so shocking. I was fifteen before I figured out what they thought it meant and that Cline used it in the King James, ‘hoary head’ way.”


  Now that sounded like the old guy Ty recalled. “And you kept using it after that?”


  Mitchell nodded. “Yeah… I liked shocking the aunts even more after it.”


  “I bet that’s why he left you this place in his will. My mentor would have said, ‘Ornery old coot.’”


  After scarfing down what had to be cold, greasy, soggy fish, Mitchell munched absently on a fry before asking, “Do you really think that premarital counseling makes that big of a difference?”


  “It doesn’t solve everything, but once the initial tension recedes, it gives couples a place to start—if they actually use what they learn.”


  As if that solved everything, Mitchell shoved the Styrofoam box away from him and rubbed his fingers on old jeans. “That’s it then. We’ll do the counseling thing—whenever it’s time, I mean—and you’ll be around to knock sense into me, right?”


  “If no one fires me before you need it, sure.”


  “Good.” One hand curled around a coffee mug that Ty hadn’t even noticed. The other followed as if doing its part to rewarm what had to be lukewarm at best. Just as Ty would have changed the subject, Mitchell added one last remark. “Because I’m not in a rush to do the marriage thing, but six years is too long—even for me.”
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  Lara’s phone alarm went off—third one in an hour. It was also the last one she’d set. If she ignored this one, she’d have to skip the call or be late to work—neither of which were options. Rubbing her sweaty palms on her charcoal pencil skirt did little to calm the fluttering in her stomach. “Too bad the flutters aren’t nice like the ones Preston gives me.”


  A glance in the mirror sent her skittering off to the bathroom for a different shade of lipstick. “Preston hates this one. Why didn’t I remember? He’ll be there tonight.”


  So, between swipes of a tissue across her lips, Lara called home. Her mother answered mid-sentence. “—him it was about time you called, and here you are! How’s the Midwest?”


  “Cold, rainy.”


  “No snow?”


  “Not this week, but New Cheltenham has a special dispensation from the Lord to mimic England’s weather as much as possible. Maybe next week.”


  Though the minutes ticked past at the speed of a bomb timer, Lara waited until the last second to interrupt—fortunately, right in the middle of a rundown of her perfect sister’s latest achievements. “Oh, sorry, Mom! I just saw the time and have to get down to the restaurant.”


  “But you just called! Why didn’t you call earlier?”


  “I’ve been busy getting ready for work and dealing with some plans. Look, I have news that I want to tell you and Dad. Can you put it on speaker?”


  Though she grumbled, Lara’s mother sounded excited. Her voice came through in a stage whisper as she found him in the basement. “It’s Lara. I think she’s coming home.”


  As she gazed at her reflection in the mirror, Lara rolled her eyes. Not hardly.


  “Okay, I’ve got him. Dad’s here! When—”


  “I’m engaged.”


  The squeals and laughter, calls of “Congratulations, honey,” confused her until she heard the explanatory question. “Who is he?”


  Oh, right. You don’t know that you’ll hate him yet. My bad. Lara sucked in a steadying breath and said, “His name is Preston, and—” It failed. As if she didn’t know it would. Who names their kid “Preston” except people who can afford the therapy it’ll cause the kid.


  “Preston? What kind of name is that?”


  And it began. “It’s a fine name, Dad. Preston’s a great guy, too.”


  “Is he union?”


  Seriously? You haven’t lived in Chicago in twenty years, but you still act like without that union membership, a guy is a crook.


  She tried for a combination diplomacy-slash-gentle-easing into the family. “I don’t think CFOs have a union, but I can ask…”


  “He’s a suit.” Each word came louder than the last. “Our daughter is engaged to a suit!”


  “Now, Dave, your heart…”


  “She’s shredding it! My own flesh and blood is taking up with the blue bloods.” In an obvious turn to her, he added, “What is he, a Rockerfeller? Vanderguilt? No, wait. You’re by Rockland. Fillmore, isn’t it?”


  A text message appeared with Carlo’s complaint of the night. Lara went into exit mode. “No, Dad, he’s not a Fillmore, either. He’s a St. James, and he’s wonderful. Why I thought you guys would be happy for me, I don’t know. I’ll talk to you later. I’ll be coming to Crossroads to order my dress.”


  “Will he come with you?”


  If leaving “Thank goodness” off a simple “no” could be an Olympic sport, Lara would have taken home the gold. “I have to come during the early part of the week, so I doubt he’ll be able to make it. Love you guys.”


  She didn’t wait for a response before disconnecting the call. Half a dozen opinions would come first—opinions she didn’t want to hear. Opinions as deeply and unfairly held as any racist ones. “Preston could be anything—an illegal, an ex-con—even a Nigerian prince scam artist—and Dad wouldn’t care. But give him someone too wealthy to be a part of a union, and that’s it. He’s a jerk.”


  Still, despite her grousing, six hours later she sent a selfie with her and Preston grinning like fools, her ring conspicuously absent from the photo. Baby steps.
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  Ty had been the minister of the New Cheltenham Chapel for just over four years, and in that time, he’d not once counseled any of the members on an ongoing basis. Sure, this husband would come in and complain about his wife or his kids. They’d pray. Ty would show what the Scriptures had to say about not exasperating your children or living with your wife in an understanding way. He’d even offered to talk with wayward youth or disgruntled wives.


  The day had come, however. The pre-planned counseling sessions they’d developed in his final year of seminary would be put to good use. Finally.


  Before calling to set up the first appointment, Ty decided to go over them just once to get a feel for how long each session might reasonably take. Five sessions. That’s all. He opened the first.


  Thirty minutes later, five sessions had been stretched into fifteen—each at least an hour long. Too long. Too many. He deleted the session on accountability partners and added a note to conflict resolution that some couples find it wise to have people they know will speak Biblical truth in their lives.


  A heated debate in class had prompted a note on possible needs to discuss holidays, traditions, and other special things. Ty deleted that one, too, and added a line about it on family. Thirteen… a baker’s dozen. In his heart, he knew it was still too many.


  Lord, something tells me this marriage isn’t wise. Is that why I want to dig so deep? Of course, it was. Asking was futile, and he knew it. What he didn’t know was why he thought Lara’s engagement was such a problem. Where… where is it in Your Word? Is it that I know so little of Seventh-day Adventism? That it feels rushed? That it’s my first church member and I’m overdoing it?


  It wouldn’t be the first time he’d gotten over-zealous in his job. Shame-filled memories of nearly scaring Sadie Wilkins into baptism, and definitely giving her aquaphobia, danced in his mind’s eye. Yep. He’d done that to a kid—a ten-year-old kid.


  Ty deleted the personality compatibility assessment session from his line-up. Too much.
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  Thanks to the Sunday tourist business, the New Cheltenham chapel usually only boasted about half the seats full. Several of the married couples took turns attending each week, and many never got to attend together except on “blackout holidays.” Namely Thanksgiving and Christmas.


  Lara sat in her usual place, three pews back on the right, somewhat satisfied with herself. Her weekly game of who would represent what families that week usually had one or two mess-ups due to illness or child issues, but this was a perfect week. Unless you count that half the people didn’t show up. Stupid rain.


  Brother Jamison led them all in singing “The Doxology,” as he did every week. A praise song filled the giant TV screen that took up the left side of the back wall. Lara shifted to hymn-guessing after “Blessed Be the Name” popped up.


  I’m going to go for “Take the Name of Jesus with You.” Alas, she lost out to “Fairest Lord Jesus,” if singing one of her favorite hymns could be considered a loss.


  Brother Jamison gave her a warning smile before he informed the congregation that he had exciting news. “I asked permission to make this announcement, and Lara Priest graciously gave it. We’re going to have our first member wedding here in late June. Lara got engaged this week!”


  Eleanor Hobbs, the owner of Thymeless Cottage, New Cheltenham’s stuffy tearoom, hopped up and bounced over to congratulate her. The rest of the congregation, aside from a few visitors who looked confused, followed suit. Ty beamed down at them as if he were fifty years older… and Santa Claus himself.


  Just as everyone seated themselves again, the back doors opened. Lara held her breath as she turned to see if, just maybe, Preston had made it after all. If the black hat that looked like it had been designed by Kate Middleton herself meant anything, it was just Mrs. Jamison, coming to hear her baby boy preach again.


  “Morning, Mama. We’re just about to sing one of your favorites.”


  Lara’s guess of “Victory in Jesus” failed. Instead, with that dear lady’s pipes out-singing everyone by a factor of three, “Revive Us Again,” nearly blasted out the windows. As the last note faded, Mrs. Jamison’s, “Glory!” prompted a few smiles.


  Uncertainty settled in Brother Jamison’s features before he gripped the sides of the pulpit and said, “I’ve got a confession to make. See, when Lara came to tell me her news this week, it derailed my sermon on Abraham’s covenant and got me thinking of the marriage covenant.”


  “Mmm… hmmm. That’s right.”


  If Ty Jamison could blush, Lara had no doubt he did after his mother’s not-so-subtle hint. He did roll his eyes heavenward and prayed, “Lord, help my mama remember Who is in charge of my love life. It’s not me… and it’s not her.”


  “I’ll help, Lord!”


  Lara would have melted through the floor had it been her, but Ty just jumped into his sermon with a few chuckles and the occasional pointed comment to his mother. From the Garden of Eden to the picture of the church as the Bride of Christ, he laid out a beautiful image of what Christian marriage should look like.


  “Brothers and sisters, marriage isn’t just a lawful way for Christians to enjoy certain benefits. God said that man needed woman. She needs him. While Jesus does call some people to singleness, we do beautiful things when we live out a Biblical marriage.”


  The mercy of God kept her from squirming—that, Lara didn’t doubt. Still, why she felt squirmy and uncomfortable, she didn’t know. Even worse, the perpetual sinking feeling hinted that perhaps she didn’t want to know.


  A glance at the date in her phone sent the sinking feeling into a whirlpool of doubt and unease. If a simple sermon is like this, what’ll actual counseling do to me?


  Sunshine broke through rainclouds just as she stepped from the chapel and Preston stood there, waiting… and shaking raindrops from an enormous umbrella. Why didn’t he just come in?
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  Mrs. St. James, who insisted that Lara call her “Miss Stella” like all her “dear friends,” waited until Preston handed off Lara’s coat before offering air kisses on each cheek.


  It’s probably best. I’d be permanently tattooed with her lipstick if those lips touched me. Lara gave her coat one last, longing look as it disappeared, likely to be burned by an indignant butler or valet who would then be tasked with procuring something haute couture before she left.


  “Preston has talked of almost nothing but you for months, and we finally meet. He says you were a…”


  “She’s a restaurant manager, Mother. We discussed this.”


  The formerly honeyed tones crystallized as she replied, “Of course. And what does a restaurant manager… do, exactly?”


  Perched on the edge of a sofa, Lara glanced around the room and blinked—twice. When did we move in here? Unable to answer her own question, Lara clasped her hands together and forced a giggle. “Well, not to put too fine a point on it, but I um… manage the needs of the restaurant. Ordering, employees, menu—when the chef doesn’t interfere that is.”


  “And you must work every night?”


  “I tend to take Sunday afternoons and Mondays and Tuesdays off. That gives the assistant manager a couple of evenings to practice each week. And I live above the restaurant, so if there are issues, I can be right there.”


  Miss Stella gave a nod that could have meant anything from, “That’s nice,” to “Why did my son choose you, again?” What she did say was even worse. “Well, you won’t have to deal with that unpleasantness for much longer, now, will you?”


  “I—um. Wha—?”


  But the woman kept going—never stopping. “Preston says you’ve set a date for June…”


  “Twenty-eighth, but—”


  “That’s lovely. Although, if you wanted April, we could have The Agency handle everything for you. Tressa would make it happen if I asked her. They are the best wedding planners in the city.”


  Lara gaped first at Miss Stella and then at a silent Preston. “I have my heart set on getting married in my church, and the first Friday that will suit is June twenty-eighth.” The words hadn’t had a moment to sink in before Lara realized it was a lie. She’d only asked about June. Earlier dates might be possible.


  But I don’t want an earlier date. I want this one. Is that so bad? I want June.


  “Mother, I think a guest list might be a more productive conversation at this stage in planning.”


  Translation, “Mother, you’re being rude.” Good one, Preston. Thanks. At the memory of something Miss Stella had said, Lara added, Note to discuss later: does she think I’m quitting my job?


  The pre-dinner interview was reclassified from mildly annoying to miserable once the salad had been served. Mr. St. James, who had no scruples about her addressing him as such, began the “vetting” process for his son’s new fiancée while grumbling about finding olives on the side of his plate and the inferior quality of the olive oil. “I understand your father works in…”


  So, in this house, “I understand” means, “I haven’t a clue, but I’ll never say so”? A muffled cough from Preston’s side of the table reminded her that a reply was expected. “Oh, Dad works in the transportation industry.”


  The next cough said, “That’s one way of putting it.”


  “I see. And which industry would that be?”


  “Interstate commerce.”


  A small smile fought Preston’s attempts to repress it—fought and won. “You had an uncle that owned a fleet of shipping trucks, didn’t you, Dad?”


  Mr. St. James’s lip curled. “Uncle Robert. He was a Waring, on Mother’s side—not exactly the sort of people Lara would like her father compared to, I’m sure.”


  And I’m quite certain it’s the other way around. Since Preston seemed willing to endure his father’s displeasure, Lara gave up and prepared a bite of salad—a large one. “Daddy,”—she hadn’t called him that in decades—“is a truck driver and a proud member of the Teamsters Union. Number 9734.” Once spoken, she filled her mouth, set down her fork, and waited to be ejected from the St. James home.


  It’s more like a historical landmark than a home, anyway.


  “I see. And are you a member of the restaurateurs union?”


  Preston set down his fork, wiped his lips with the sort of care and attention Lara had always equated with women trying not to smear lipstick all over their faces, and draped the napkin across his lap with equal care and attention. “Dad, if one didn’t know you better, one might assume you meant to make Lara feel unwelcome in our family.” Mr. St. James shot a look at her just a quarter second before Preston continued, saying, “Considering that she doesn’t know you, I wonder at her thoughts right now.”


  In direct imitation of Preston’s movements, Mr. St. James also wiped his mouth and settled his napkin back in place before he turned piercing eyes on her. “I apologize, Lara. I hadn’t thought to make you uncomfortable.”


  Lara managed to choke out an assurance that she was not offended while simultaneously begging the Lord’s forgiveness for the lie.


  Miss Stella, not to be left out of the mess, piped up with her own attempt to smooth over the situation. “I doubt that Lara could tell you much about her father’s work anyway. Those unions don’t allow discussion about what goes on behind closed doors.”


  Preston didn’t try to hide his amusement this time. “I think you’ve confused unions with secret societies, Mother. I doubt there are rules about discussing gear shifts and…” Before Lara could interject one of a dozen different topics she’d heard her father drone on about over the years, Preston snapped his fingers and tapped the table for emphasis. “Logbooks.”


  “I still say it’s an unprofitable discussion,” Miss Stella said to no one and everyone at once. “I’d much rather learn how many guests we’ll be expected to invite, or if Lara has chosen a caterer yet.”


  “We’ve been engaged for approximately sixty-hours. How could she possibly know the answer to either of those? She’s only just reserved the church and…” He gave her a questioning look. “What do you call where we’ll be hosting the reception?”


  How did I never realize that you look exactly like a Ken doll? When his lips moved, Lara managed to tune into the table frequency quickly enough to realize he’d repeated himself. “Oh, sorry. Thinking about… things. Um, we’ll be having the reception in the fellowship hall. It’s a beautiful room they designed just for weddings and things—lovely, open beams if you prefer a rustic look, but everything painted white to keep it elegant and neutral. It’s large enough to accommodate everyone in the church plus some.”


  A plate of chimichurri-covered steak was placed before her, and once more, Lara wondered what had happened. Her salad plate, only half-finished, was gone. “Oh! It looks amazing. Filet?”


  Preston leaned forward, “It’s a maitake steak. We don’t eat beef.”


  “Meat. Right. Forgot.” Impressive self-control, if she did say so herself, helped Lara repress the crazy temptation to add, “I guess it’s lamb, then.” They’ve probably never seen My Big Fat Greek Wedding and wouldn’t know it was just a joke. I’d offend them. I don’t want to do that.


  That decided, Lara tapped the sauce drizzled over the whole thing with the tip of her fork and tried to determine if it would be spicier than she could manage or not.


  “It’s barbecue sauce,” Preston murmured. “It adds just a touch of tang. You’ll love it.”


  Roasted asparagus and potatoes rounded out an unexpectedly delicious “steak.” Lara rhapsodized over it all until she’d embarrassed herself, and still, her mouth wouldn’t cooperate and shut itself. It began with wishing her chef would consider more serious vegetarian meal options and ended with gushing over the need to learn to cook vegetarian meals.


  Miss Stella just… was it smiled? Lara couldn’t be sure. It might have been a honey-dipped grimace, as only a Southern mama can bestow. In fact, the more she thought of it, the more convinced Lara became that she’d actually received a scowl fried in a vat of bless-your-heart.


  At least that mental tangent immobilized my tongue.


  Not for the first time that week, Lara then whacked her water glass with her ring, and the resulting ting sounded twice as loud as ever. “I’m so sorry. I keep doing that. I’m not used to it yet.”


  A grunt from Mr. St. James caught Lara’s attention as a silent exchange passed between Preston and his father. This time, Mr. St. James cleared his throat. “Well, things like that are designed to attract attention.”


  “Preston!”


  Miss Stella’s protest had been directed at Mr. St. James, causing Lara to realize that her Preston was a junior. “So you were named for your father?”


  “Yes… and grandfather… and great grandfather. I’m the fourth.”


  Dessert appeared, and this time Lara gripped her plate before it could be removed. “I’d like to finish, please.”


  A piercing gaze from Mr. St. James almost made her rescind the request, but the stony face—a Mark Harmon semi-lookalike in an oxford shirt with rolled-up sleeves—rearranged into a picture of approval. “A girl who isn’t afraid to eat. That’s an improvement.”


  She stole a glance at Preston and found him staring into his dessert plate—cheesecake with a couple of fresh raspberries and lemon zest on top. He’d just picked up his fork with the air of one who had an unpleasant duty to perform when it occurred to her that cheesecake wasn’t vegan. The St. Jameses were.


  “Is this…” It seemed almost a foodist’s sacrilege to say it, but she did. “—tofu cheesecake?”


  Preston snickered and dove in with much more relish than he’d shown a moment before. “No. No tofu was harmed in the making of this confection. Try it. You’ll love it.”


  A glance at Miss Stella and Mr. St. James showed them with amused smirks lingering around their mouths—even full of cheesecake bites. “Oh. So… you’re not vegan, just vegetarian?”


  “Our son isn’t vegan,” Miss Stella admitted. “But we are. This is coconut yogurt cheesecake. The crust is made of Medjool dates and walnuts. The coconut yogurt is made from probiotic capsules and coconut milk.” The entire recipe followed, but Lara didn’t hear a word.


  Instead, she tucked into her plate, ate every bite of everything served, thanked her hosts for the delicious meal and the kind welcome to the family—she’d repent of that lie later as well—and rode home in silence.


  Preston led her to her door and held an umbrella over her as she unlocked it. There, with rain pelting the covering with a persistence that once only belonged to door-to-door salesmen, he pulled her close. It wasn’t the first time he’d managed to mesmerize her with his lips, and Lara prayed it wouldn’t be the last.


  Once he’d gone, and once she regained coherence, Lara did the only sane thing possible. She pulled a frozen, double-pepperoni pizza from the freezer and popped it in the oven before she pulled out her wedding planner and began filling in her side of the guest list. I’d better keep my invites to a minimum. People like that will be cutting their bare-bones list by two-thirds as it is.
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  February skedaddled out of March’s path and disappeared in a whirl of arrangements and decisions. March roared its way through half the month before Lara’s scheduled trip home to Crossroads arrived. Next on the seemingly endless list of wedding responsibilities? Dress shopping with Brenna. It had taken Lara, Ty, Mitchell, and Lauren to convince Brenna to go, but once it was decided, even she seemed excited about the trip.


  Until the morning they left, that is.


  They’d made it almost to the parking “carriage houses” where Lara’s car was stored when Brenna remembered yet another thing she needed to tell Lauren and Mitchell. “I’d better run back and make sure Lauren knows how to—”


  “If she doesn’t, Mitchell will. Just call. We’ve got to go, or we’ll miss our flight.”


  “Maybe I shouldn’t go… You don’t really need me. I—”


  Between grumbles about New Cheltenham and its anti-car rules, Lara bullied Brenna into her car, stowed their luggage, and pulled out of the row of carriage house and onto the road leading from New Cheltenham. I think we need to be sure Brenna gets away more often. This is insanity.


  The insanity continued as they pulled onto the highway, zipped onto the Rockland loop, exited at the travel hub, and all the way up to the gate. Even as Brenna took her seat, she remembered that Lauren had a letter overdue. “Aunt (gimme) Mercy will pitch a fit if that doesn’t come, and soon.”


  “She can—wait. Aunt ‘gimme’ Mercy? You really call her that all the time? When you said that last time, I thought it was just an exasperating day.”


  “Oh, no. It’s a thing. And she’s the one who coined it— for her aunt.”


  Only when she heard Brenna talking again—and not to her—did Lara realize that Brenna had called home. In an, “If you can’t beat ’em, join ’em” move, Lara pulled out her phone and sent Preston a text.


  Just about to take off. Next stop, home, and all things bridal. Are you sure you don’t mind yellow bridesmaid’s dresses?


  A reply dinged just as the flight attendant announced that cellphones would have to be powered down or put in airplane mode. I want you happy. If yellow makes you happy, then those are what I want.


  She passed the phone to Brenna. “My dad will ask why I want to marry a guy like Preston. Remind me of that. If only my parents cared so much about my happiness.”


  Brenna said nothing as the flight attendants finished their safety speeches and they’d taxied onto the runway. The engines roared with rushing air as the pilots sent them speeding down the runway. But just at liftoff, she spoke. “Well, there’s a big difference between a guy saying, ‘I don’t care what color dresses are’ and the person your daughter has given her heart to. If they have concerns, it’s not because they don’t care about your happiness, but because they do.”


  “That’s where you’re wrong. They care about their ‘principles’ far more than the people in their lives. Trust me.” The bitterness in her words pricked her conscience. “I’m making them sound horrible,” she said after a moment’s reflection. “They aren’t—except when it comes to people with money. Then they’re unreasonable. If you aren’t union, or if you are wealthy, then you’re the enemy.”


  Brenna shifted to look at her closer. “And… what about you? You’re not union.”


  “No, but ironically, my employer pays me enough and gives me good enough working conditions to satisfy them… for now.”


  “Sounds like a double standard to me.”


  There, Lara sank back against the cushions and sighed. “Yep. That’s about right.”
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  As Lara drove through Crossroads, they passed Snow White Bridal on the way through town, so she zipped around the next corner and looped the block before coming to rest in front of the store. “Let’s just go in and confirm our appointment and see what’s in store for us tomorrow.”


  Brenna did not object. She was too busy blowing up the airwaves with a flurry of text messages to assure herself that Lauren hadn’t burned down the shop or invoked the wrath of the business association in their six-hour absence. In sheer desperation, as they met at the shop door, Lara snatched Brenna’s phone from her grip and dropped it in her purse.


  “If you even reach for it, I’ll put it in mine,” she added as Brenna’s fingers twitched.


  “Okay, but…”


  They blocked the entrance, and therefore the exit, of the store as Lara popped one hand on her hip and reached for the handle with the other. “Do you really think Mitchell wouldn’t tell you if he needed you? I mean, we’re talking Mitchell here.”


  “What’s wrong with Mitchell? He’s responsible!” Brenna kept talking at Lara’s pointed stare. “What? He is. Sure, he’s a bit laid back about things that I think should be taken more seriously, but he’d never let anything… aaaand. You got me. Okay. Point taken.”


  Lara winced as a giggle escaped. “Good. Let’s go look at lace and chiffon and organza and all that stuff that means something to the people who can create beauty from it.”


  They hadn’t stepped two feet inside the door when a voice reached their ears. “—you want more sleeve than that. With your slender arms, perhaps a Princess Diana sleeve.”


  Before Brenna could grab her arm and drag her from the store, Lara whispered, “We’re going to my friend’s side…” She pointed left, where London stood bent over the desk, only the top of a messy bun showing. “She’s an amazing designer. Deep breath. In… out…”


  “So help me, if you put a butt bow on me…”


  “Wouldn’t dream of it—except in my nightmares.” Mrs. Snow, the owner of Snow White Bridal, sent a look their way and Lara bolted for London’s side.


  London stood with a spinet desk to her front and a large counter behind her, a cloth measuring tape draped around her neck, tablet at the ready. She’d measure the cloth on the counter, turn to type in a few things, and turn back again. Right up to the second that she glanced up and saw them. “Lara! You’re here! I’m so excited!”


  In the weeks since she’d been engaged, Lara had learned the routine. First, congratulations. Second, admiration of ring. Third, “How’d you meet?” Always in that order, always with the most significant emphasis on “second” for reasons Lara couldn’t understand. London was no exception.


  However, at least London’s excitement extended beyond the “rock” and to Lara’s dream dress. She reached for her sketchbook even as she asked if Lara had any ideas. “Do you know what you want or—?”


  “Tomorrow,” Lara insisted. “I just wanted to show Brenna what you do. So… show us what you’re working on now.”


  Out came the sketchbook. “This one is almost done. We had a tricky time getting that seamless waist with all that fullness, but it really turned out great. I’ll show you.”


  The peau de soie silk gave off hints of blush pink as the light reflected off the folds. Lara’s breath caught. “I thought I knew what I wanted, but…”


  “You’ll do that a dozen times tomorrow,” London warned her. “Don’t worry about it. You’ll walk out of here with the dress of your dreams. Or,” she corrected herself. “You’ll walk out of her knowing that I’ll create the dress of your dreams.”


  “And Brenna?”


  “Once I know what you want for yourself, I’ll have an idea of what to do for your bridesmaids but…” London gave Brenna a close study. “I have to say I really hope your dress fits the aesthetic I see for her.” To Brenna, she added, “You’ve got great style. It reminds me a little bit of…”


  “Jane Marple?” Brenna tucked her purse a little closer to her side. “That’s what most people say.”


  “I was thinking more of that author… the one who has such an eclectic style.”


  Brenna nodded. “Alexa Hartfield. I’ve heard that one, once. I think people consider me too sedate to fit that style.”


  After a few more flips through the sketchbook, London took them behind a curtain where several nearly-finished dresses hung. “I keep them in boxes until I’m just doing the finishing touches, and then I let them hang so the wrinkles can fall out as much as possible. Look at this chiffon…”


  Possibilities swarmed in her mind and mingled with the memory of four ripped-out magazine pages she’d stuffed in her suitcase. Lara grabbed Brenna’s arm. “I’ve got to get out of here. Tomorrow. If I stay now, I’ll change my mind about everything.”


  London’s laughter, and Mrs. Snow’s evident displeasure at the ruckus they’d caused, followed them out the door. Once behind the wheel of their rental car, Lara stared out at the snow-capped mountains beyond the town. “Well, I’ve put it off as long as I can. Next stop, home.”
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  She’d heard the stories all her life—how her great grandmother wrote her fiancé every day from the attack at Pearl Harbor through the duration of WWII. “Those were the longest four years of my life. Sometimes months went by without a single letter. My only consolation was that if he were missing, or worse, we’d have gotten a telegram.”


  “And today, we have FaceTime. I just tap the screen…” Seconds later, Preston’s face appeared, “And voila!”


  “What?”


  “Talking to myself. I had to get away, so I came up to talk to you. I left Brenna down with my parents.” Guilt twisted in her gut. “I’m a horrible friend.”


  As she’d hoped, Preston assured her that she wasn’t horrible, Brenna would be fine, and he needed her more than anyone else at that moment. “My mother is working on the guest list. She found this drag-and-drop program where you just type in names and then move people around until you have your list prioritized.”


  “Fortunately for her, I won’t have a large list myself, so she can probably have half of it.”


  His almost too-perfect face contorted into a confused look that she’d initially taken for a scowl. “But your friends in New Cheltenham!”


  “Most of them have to work. They don’t even go to church together every week. So, at most, half will come—probably the women. At most.”


  Leaning back in his chair, Preston gazed at her. “I miss you. I got in the car and made it to the end of the street before I realized that you wouldn’t be there.”


  How was it he always knew exactly the perfect thing to say?


  “I was thinking about the bridesmaid’s dresses…”


  Lara’s heart sank. I knew he didn’t like yellow. I just knew it. Blue. I bet he wants blue. Somehow, she choked out, “Yes?”


  “You will be sure they look well with your dress, won’t you? We wouldn’t want them to eclipse you, of course, but if they’re too unique, the effect would be ruined in pictures. Oh,” he added, leaning forward. “I almost forgot. Mother found the photographer she mentioned last week. If you like his work, she’ll ensure it’s booked. I’ll text you his website.”


  Uncertainty churned in her gut. Should she tell him that she’d already contacted the man she wanted?


  “Lara? Did you hear me?”


  “Yes…” The idea of not having Wes Hartfield as her photographer filled Lara with more disappointment than she’d expected. “I’ll look at the website, of course, but I’ve already contacted the guy I was hoping to get. I saw one of his wedding portraits, and it was so original that I just had to try.”


  Without blinking, Preston just reassured her that the other photographer would be there as backup if her first choice wasn’t available. “I think Mother is realizing the drawback to not having a third child—or at least having or fostering enough children to ensure a girl in there. Dad, on the other hand, thinks it’s great. He keeps saying, ‘We get all the benefit without any of the work. If you want to help, write a check, but think of all you don’t have to do.’”


  She’d been curious for a long time just why he was so formal when talking to or about his mother—the very woman who didn’t want formality, no less—but he spoke casually of, “Dad.” At that moment, it occurred to her that perhaps it was something you might expect to know about your fiancé. “Why do you call her ‘Mother,’ but him just, ‘Dad’?”


  That smile—it twinkled first in Preston’s eyes and eventually worked its way to his lips. “When I was a kid, I called him ‘Daddy.’ That’s what she called her parents. Mother and Daddy. But around the time I turned ten, I figured out that it wasn’t common for kids my age and gender to call their fathers ‘Daddy.’ So I shortened it.” He winked before adding, “She’s never forgiven me.”


  “Do our kids have to call me ‘Mother?’ I don’t want to be so stuffy. Mom or Mommy feels more natural.”


  The video swam in bizarre circles for a moment before Preston appeared again, hands behind his head, obviously reclining on his couch. “As long as we have children to call us something, I don’t care what it is. Mother is already testing out grandma names, you know.”


  She didn’t know, and the idea twisted her still-messed-up-gut in tighter knots. “Really?” It came out in a squeak. “Just how many grandma names are there?”


  “She’s from the south, Lara. There’s about fifty. She’s vetoed most traditional ones like Grandmother, Grandma, or Granny. Too old-sounding.”


  “Oh.” Another squeak. “Um, my mom will probably be Grandma or Grammy. I hope that’s okay.”


  Preston laughed. “At least one of us has a sensible mother. Currently on the short list, we have Gigi and Mimi, although she found Faux-ma, and she’s liking that one right now, too.”


  Faux-ma? You’ve got to be kidding me. It took a bit of doing, but Lara managed to show approval for Mimi. “Do we get any input?”


  “Probably not, and by the time we do have children, she’ll probably have changed her mind a dozen times. Be prepared for frequent hints about biological clocks and healthy eggs. Just ignore them, though. I fully intend to have a few years with you all to myself before thinking about babies.”


  That’s a relief… and kind of scary, too. I mean, Miss Stella isn’t wrong. I’m not twenty anymore.


  For the next fifteen minutes, she listened to some proposal he planned to make to the board, murmured her approval, and disconnected the call just as Brenna arrived to get ready for bed. Brenna took one look at her and said, “What’s wrong?”


  Lara winced. “You don’t really think my kids will have to call their grandma, ‘Faux-ma,’ do you?”
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  She’d passed the church four times in the past hour. The fifth time, Ty went to stand in the doorway and wave. That’s all it took. Lauren Kinsey bounded up to his office and scooted inside. “Mitchell’s watching the store.”


  “That’s… good?”


  The girl flipped back mouse brown hair barely long enough to hang over her shoulder and leveled a look on him that nearly made Ty squirm. “He doesn’t know milk glass from Stickley.”


  “To be fair, I don’t either.”


  Lauren surveyed the room with a critical eye. “We’ve got a desk that would look good in here. It suits you better than that clunky, old thing.” With one wiggle of her index finger, Lauren dismissed his office furniture. “You’d have more space, too. You should come look at it.”


  “I like this desk, but thanks.”


  In that moment, Lauren’s expression informed him of his complete lack of taste and alerted him to the fact that he’d be stepping into the Curio & Garret later. Even worse, he’d likely be leaving with a new desk, and all because the darling of New Cheltenham said he needed it.


  Lauren gave herself a little shake and came to the point. “I need to talk to you.”


  “Talk away.”


  A grin appeared, one that transformed an otherwise unremarkable face into an interesting one. I bet you’ll be a beauty someday, though. Then you’ll shock your childhood friend-who-happened-to-be-a-boy into making a fool of himself. It’s Rom-Com 101.


  “Um, Brother Jamison?” Her voice ripped him from a trailer playing in his mind—one that featured Lara as Lauren instead of Brenna. That didn’t make sense. Again, she spoke. “Hey. You okay in there?”


  “Yes. Sorry. You were saying?”


  “It’s Brenna and Mitchell.”


  Great. You don’t like your sister’s boyfriend. And he’s freaking out over being a brother with responsibilities.


  “Aren’t you going to ask me what’s wrong with them?”


  Ty chose to skip the cat-and-mouse game. “How about I tell you? He’s a nice guy, and you like him, but you don’t think he has any business telling you what to do. You and Brenna were just fine before he came along, and now he’s going to mess everything up.” He beamed at her, proud of his understanding and insight into the situation. “How’d I do?”


  “Great…”


  The journal would get a good entry tonight. “Well—”


  “—if I was talking about a cheesy Hallmark movie. Considering I did everything I could to get them together, I’d be a stupid idiot to resent my own success.”


  Whoops. The only reasonable response was a direct question at that point. “So, what’s the problem?”


  “They’ve known each other since September. Five months. They’ve hardly gone out on any dates, don’t talk about serious stuff, but they do, too. It’s weird. Nothing like in any book I’ve ever read or movie I’ve ever seen.”


  “Movies and books aren’t always real life, Lauren.”


  A scathing look nearly seared him as she jumped up. “Not sure why I thought you’d help. You don’t have a girlfriend, either. Aunt (gimme) Mercy says, ‘You snooze, you lose.’ Looks like you lost, doesn’t it? I’ll figure it out myself.”


  Though Ty followed her to the door, he didn’t call out when she stalked off across the lawn and down Greenaway Road. What was that about?


  Fifteen minutes passed—minutes in which he second-guessed everything in his office and in his vocation. The honey-oak desk… well, it was large for the small room. Of course, the room was long and narrow, so it worked to shove it to one end and squeeze behind it. But what if it makes me seem unapproachable. It could be intimidating, I suppose…


  Once his mind took that first step in the direction of Lauren’s opinions, it went from zero to sixty in three seconds flat. I like darker furniture. Perhaps if I just painted it black. Black is supposed to make things look smaller, too.


  The chairs that he’d been grateful for when he’d received them now looked shabby and a bit uncomfortable. Folks should be comfortable when they come in. It helps them open up.


  Lara and Preston would arrive for their first counseling session on Friday. A St. James. In his office. Shabby devolved into city dump reject.


  It wouldn’t hurt to go see what Lauren was talking about. She could show me the desk. I could look at a couple of chairs. His rolling desk chair lurched to the left as it was wont to do when Ty didn’t pay attention. Or three. Asking her opinion and taking her seriously would open her up, too. I don’t have to buy anything, but it might give me ideas. Then maybe a run to the Rockland scratch and dent place.


  Of course, as he stood, the giant stain on his office carpet where his predecessor had collapsed holding the communion “wine” demanded his attention as well. From Walmart or Target or something. Can’t afford Brenna’s antique prices.


  The look Lauren gave him as he opened the door made his chagrin worth it. Securing the not-quite-teen’s good opinion wasn’t easy, but when she hopped off a stool and abandoned a pink book in the process, he knew he’d done it. Can’t be a romance. Not that girl…


  “Hi!”


  “Thought I’d come see that desk you were telling me about.”


  He’d expected more of a response than, “Yeah. It’s over here,” but that’s all Lauren said.


  It was also all he needed. One look at it and Ty knew he’d never be satisfied with his old railroad desk again. “I shouldn’t even ask, but how much is it?”


  Lauren jerked the tag off it and shoved it in her pocket. As if trying to read his bank account balance in her mind, she gazed at him until he nearly squirmed. “Two-fifty. But you have to give Mitchell your old one.”


  “Why would Mitchell want that old thing?”


  She grinned. “Because. We’ll put a tabletop on it, and it’ll work to store stuff and give more workspace in the reading room.”


  “If there’s a tabletop on it, won’t it be hard to get into those drawers?”


  With the infinite patience a mother uses to explain simple things to a small child, Lauren informed him that a piano hinge on the underside of one edge would be enough to make it work. “I’ve got it all figured out. He’ll lose the writing boards so we can make supports, but that’s okay. They won’t be necessary anymore, anyway.”


  She moved to ring up his purchase, but once there, Ty couldn’t resist asking about chairs. “Do you have anything small to replace the ones that are in there? I couldn’t expect that desk to cohabitate with those chairs. Cruelty.”


  “I agree. Not to mention, your desk chair is going to kill you someday. I’ve got just the thing for that. And an idea for those chairs.”


  In less than half an hour, he’d spent three-fifty on furniture in the Curio & Garrett—likely two hundred less than the original prices at that—and another two-fifty online for matching accent chairs. While Lauren went to get Mitchell to help him carry the desk back to the church, Ty transferred the money from savings and ordered a small area rug as well.


  Seven hundred fifty dollars. The kid should be in insurance.


  He’d just opened the online app to cancel the order when Lauren breezed back in. “Mitchell will be here in a few minutes. The book club is almost done with their meeting, and then he’ll close up.”


  While Lauren removed the stacked books and birdcage from one corner of the desk, Ty debated over whether to keep the area rug. It’s a lot less expensive, and it would make a big difference…


  “Lara’s going to be so jealous when she sees that desk in your office. She wanted it, but then she got engaged and decided it probably wouldn’t be Preston St. James’s style.” The way Lauren said, “Preston St. James” conjured memories of his mother’s tone when she spoke of crooked politicians, and in her opinion, that covered nearly all of them. “Those chairs are going to be so impressive. I love it all.”


  So do I. And I’ve just spent the entire year’s household discretionary budget before the first quarter is over. Great.


  Before he could try again to force himself to cancel the chair order, Lauren added, “At least she’ll be comfortable enough to stay longer when she does her counseling. Maybe you’ll get time to talk her out of marrying the wrong guy.”


  Uh, oh…
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  After spending more than he could afford on a “new office,” the last thing Ty needed was an expensive meal “out.” He’d remembered his Christmas gift certificate just as he’d reached for a can of soup, and took off through town at a quick clip. Lauren and Mitchell were nowhere to be found, but the distinct odor of charred… something at the Kinseys’ back door hinted that they might have gone out as well. He stood there at the corner of Piccadilly Square—one way, The Birches. The other way, The Boar and Hops.


  I just don’t want The Jumping Pig. I want one of Carlo’s steaks. I want a gourmet meal in a hunk of beef. That thought was enough to propel him across the street to “Lara’s restaurant.”


  Juli greeted him as he entered The Birches. “Brother Jamison!” The girl nearly winked but apparently thought better of the idea, giving her eye an odd twitch. “See! I remembered. No pastor. No reverend. No ‘title.’ Just like you said.”


  As they crossed the room, the rambling continued in a nonsensical stream of half-starts and fumbled redirects until the reason hit him. She’s trying not to flirt. But she wants to.


  “If you came to see Lara, she’s not here.”


  He pulled the folded gift certificate from his pocket. “Canned soup and a sandwich didn’t sound like much of a supper, so I decided to use this on one of Carlo’s steaks.”


  “Great! I’ll send over your ser—” Juli stopped mid-sentence as if she’d forgotten she’d been speaking. “What’s he doing here?”


  “Who?”


  Her lip curled in a most unattractive manner. “Mr. St. James. He knows Lara’s not here.”


  “Maybe he’s just hungry.”


  The girl shrugged. “Maybe. I’ll send Rick over in a minute.” She shot a look at Preston St. James before whispering under her breath. “You pray, right?” She then snorted. “You’re a preacher. Of course, you pray. Well, pray, okay? I can’t even guess what about, but Lara would like knowing you prayed.”


  “Of course. Be happy to.”


  Instead of praying, Ty spent the next ten minutes watching Lara’s fiancé. Tall, bronzed from either much time in the sun, tropical genes, or an affinity for tanning beds, the man gave every appearance of a surfer out of water—or at the least, a Hollywood actor off screen.


  Preston St. James just sat at his table, a glass of mint water beside him. Watching. Always watching.


  But for what? What are you watching? Or, rather, who are you watching?


  Rick appeared, all smiles and suggestions. As much as he didn’t want to, Ty made himself listen to the special of the day. “Thanks, but I’ve been counting on one of Carlo’s awesome steaks. Just bring me whatever sides you recommend, and I’ll be good.”


  The watch began again—Ty watching Preston, Preston watching every door. If a guest arrived, the man’s full concentration trained on the hostess desk until that person had been seated. When someone appeared from the back, his head swung to that side, watching… always watching.


  Jenni paused as she left a couple at a nearby table and said, “See what I mean? Isn’t it weird?”


  “Perhaps you should remind him that she won’t be in. Maybe he’s been so busy all day, he’s forgotten.”


  The girl brightened. “Oh, yeah. Duh. I feel stupid. No one likes him, so we all think he’s just being weird.”


  Ty filed that away for further consideration at home.


  Something in St. James’s posture hinted that he’d not respond well to Juli’s reminder, but after an almost imperceptible pause, the man smiled—one of those beaming ones his mother always called, “A Colgate smile.” Ty could almost hear the self-deprecating joke about how he’d come out of habit. Juli grinned back and walked away, presumably content.


  If only Ty was. Just as he would have relaxed, St. James stiffened again, his eyes trained back on the hostess desk. Ty’s radar pinged on auto-repeat. Why are you looking at the door if you know she won’t come in?


  By the time a spinach and strawberry salad appeared, Ty had decided Preston St. James had a business meeting. His steak arrived, and St. James sat alone. Still watching. Ty finished eating, lingered for dessert, and yet the man still watched.


  He rose, almost paused by St. James’s table to introduce himself, thought better of it, and rushed for the door. As he passed Juli, he assured her he’d keep praying. The look on the girl’s face… Ty couldn’t help but feel like he’d left her to drown while he sailed away on a yacht.


  For a winter’s Monday night, the streets still held a number of tourists. It took several nods and smiles before he caught a playbill in one man’s hand and recalled that the Globe Theater would feature Julius Caesar for one final week, and Monday nights were half-price nights.


  A glance up at the apartment above the Curio & Garret showed dark windows, so Ty turned homeward. I promised to pray about Preston St. James, anyway. So, Lord…
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  “Look at this!”


  Lara sat bolt upright in bed and whacked her head on something hard and cold. She peeled an eye open to find Brenna standing over her, phone in hand, looking much too cute and retro-adorable in a pink, floral, men’s-style pajama set. “What was that for?”


  “Look!”


  The text message blurred in Lara’s sleep-filmed eyes, but a good rub cleared it up. Turning off the phone so you’ll pay attention to having fun. Promise to call if Lauren even gets a paper cut or if some old lady stiffs us for a dime. Have fun. Miss you.


  “Scroll,” Brenna demanded.


  Lara scrolled. The next text had come in before Brenna could respond. Lauren says not to let Lara buy a “mermaid” dress. Whatever that is. Actually, Lauren would prefer that Lara call off the whole deal, but don’t tell Lara that.


  “Lauren doesn’t want me to get married?”


  “As far as I know, she hasn’t even met him, but she’s taken a decided dislike to Preston.”


  “I’d better have a ‘meet the friends’ night at my place and soon.”


  She would have rolled over to try to sleep again, but Brenna’s “Ahem” nixed that. “I thought you wanted to do your hair in an updo before we leave.”


  “Yeah… so what?”


  “Your appointment is in forty minutes.”


  Forty-two minutes later, wearing yoga pants, camisole, and an oversized cardigan under her pea coat, Lara burst through the door of Snow White Bridal and gushed her apologies as she greeted London. “Can you believe my mom made me eat breakfast? She seriously stood in front of the door.”


  “What I don’t understand,” London said, “is why you would think she wouldn’t. This is your mom we’re talking about.”


  “I concede.” From her over-sized purse, Lara pulled out four magazine photos—two printed, two ripped straight from the magazine. “Don’t ask. I’ve had the one since high school. I still love those fabrics, even if they aren’t super ‘in.’”


  With all her preparations for pins and pokes and awkward measuring tapes in places she didn’t want to think about, none of it happened. Instead, London listened, sketched, listened some more, sketched even more, and then frowned at the result. Lara’s voice cracked as she asked, “What?”


  “Well… Is this what you really want?”


  “You hate it.”


  “No… I love it, but…” London beckoned a woman in a Nancy Reagan suit—Rhonda Snow herself—over to her side and pointed. “Don’t you have something a lot like that? In pale ivory?”


  “Organdy skirt, flesh mesh, applique, accent bow—”


  “Well, we’d have to remove the bow, but—”


  The woman pierced London with a glare that shook Lara to her toes. “You don’t want to destroy the lines.”


  Just like that, London dropped it. “Well, let’s try it on, then.”


  Lara blinked and stared. “Can it be that easy? I thought it would take hours.”


  “It might—to find a bridesmaid’s dress that’ll work with that one.”


  Brenna piped up for the first time. “And without butt bows. I won’t wear one. Period.”


  “I won’t either.” Lara lowered her voice. “You wouldn’t do that to me… would you?”


  “No… but we might have to make it removable just to keep Rhonda from getting all upset. She’s… fond of her bows.”


  The sight of Mrs. Snow carrying a frothy pile of fabric and lace stopped Lara from speaking her mind regarding the placement of bows wider than her great-aunt Betty’s backside—and that took some doing. A text message from Brenna appeared just as Mrs. Snow did.


  Has someone forgotten to inform her that sleeves and bows the size of states are not part of the retro-eighties revival?


  A question like that deserved only one reply. Do you want to be the one to break it to her?
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  “Can you believe she tried to put Anne Shirley dream sleeves on your dress?!”


  Seeing Brenna so relaxed, happy—seeing her laugh even after taking a bite of crab Rangoon—it almost made Lara miss the problem with that statement. “Wait—who’s Anne Shirley, and why does she want those ginormous sleeves?”


  Brenna huffed. “Anne of Green Gables. The most popular orphan since Oliver Twist? The red-head who broke her slate over her future husband's head? That Anne Shirley?”


  “Well, I’ll never read it…” At something in Brenna’s face, Lara amended that. “I mean, watch it, now that you’ve totally spoiled who she ends up with.”


  After knocking back the rest of her mock-toddy, Brenna dove for another Rangoon. “Okay… tell me your favorite thing about Preston.”


  That wasn’t an awkward question or anything. Lara debated the wisdom of empty calories when she had a dress size to maintain and decided that three months was more than enough time to work off a few appetizers and a mocktail or three. “I want shrimp, first. Let’s get the shrimp sampler and the onion loaf. Then I’ll answer any question you will.”


  What Lara hadn’t expected was instant agreement. “Deal.” Brenna’s smile flickered before she managed to repress it. “But I get to go first.”


  “Let me have it.” The only question was a quirked eyebrow. Lara almost asked again when she realized the question had already been asked. “Oh, right. My favorite thing about Preston. Um… I think it’s that he’s so comfortable in whatever ‘world’ he’s in. I mean, some rich guys act like they’re uncomfortable with the fact that they have money—or at least like they think they should. Others seem to not know how to flaunt it—even without doing it intentionally. Preston is just Preston. He has money. So what?”


  Brenna started to ask another question, but Lara wagged a finger at her. “Nuh-uh. Favorite thing about Mitchell.”


  Even in the semi-dim lighting of the restaurant, Brenna’s cheeks pinked. “I think it’s how he’s making such an effort to grow his faith. He’s not pushing it—not trying to force-feed it so it’ll happen overnight, but he’s… I don’t know…” She sipped the mock-toddy, hands wrapped around the glass mug as if it would keep her warm and cozy. “I guess… nurturing it.”


  “Preston didn’t use to have one. He grew up in his parents’ church, but only in the past few years has he actually made it a part of his life. He said he couldn’t wait to get out from under the rules.”


  “So he just walked away from the Lord altogether? Why not just choose a church that isn’t about rules.”


  Lara shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean, I read up on what their church believes. They don’t see themselves as having a bunch of rules as much as making wise choices for their physical and spiritual health. He thought it, though.”


  “Green-grass syndrome, I suppose.”


  A server arrived and took their shrimp sampler order. Brenna leaned back and watched Lara for a moment before musing, “I guess we all go back to what we’re most familiar with if we’re not committed to something else.”


  The memory of dinner at the St. James’s prompted Lara to plop her head in her hands, elbows on the table in a way that Lara St. James would never be able to get away with, and say, “You know what was weird?” Brenna urged her to continue, so Lara did. “Mr. St. James. Seriously, anytime he hinted at his faith in connection with Preston, it sounded awful—like some hated duty or something. He was cold and rigid—no love of Jesus or God at all. But the rest of the time he had such a sweet gentleness and humility when talking about what he’d learned in his personal devotions or a sermon he heard online. He really likes to listen to Ravi Zacharias on his commute to work.”


  “Why the difference with Preston? What kind of ‘awful?’”


  Explaining it wouldn’t be easy, but Lara tried. “I don’t know. Like my ring? He was all kinds of nasty with Preston about it. But when Preston excused himself, Mr. St. James told me how happy he was to have such a lovely woman joining the family, and he hoped I would feel a part of it quickly.”


  “Maybe Preston gave it to you without his permission? Family heirloom? Maybe his mother wanted it?” Brenna examined it and shook her head. “Nooo… That looks too modern, don’t you think?”


  “I know he bought it. I can’t remember why I know that, but you know what? Miss Stella…,” With eyes closed, Lara tried to look across the memory of a dining room table and at the hand of the woman to her right. “Yeah… Miss Stella doesn’t have a ring—just a band.”


  Brenna brushed that aside with all dismissiveness. “She’s probably just having it cleaned or something.”


  The explanation? Logical. Despite that simple fact, Lara didn’t believe it. But since she really had no explanation for why, she opted to drop it. The relief that came at that moment vanished in the next. I shouldn’t feel relieved at not thinking about something that isn’t a bad thing to think about!


  “So, why did you say yes to Preston when you did?”


  Good question. Lara didn’t admit it aloud, but she’d been asking herself that since the night she laid in her bed staring at a ring and wondering how it had ended up on her finger. “I think because I didn’t have a reason not to.” She’d meant for the words to sound mature and whimsical at the same time. Instead, I just sound pathetic.


  “You do love him, don’t you?”


  If anyone else had asked, Lara might have stormed out of the restaurant in a move destined to have her groveling in shame twelve hours later. But one didn’t throw dramatic fits of embarrassment with Brenna Kinsey. They’d flop. Flat.


  Instead, she leaned forward, grabbed Brenna’s hands, and squeezed. “I do—really. I just kind of figured that was a given. If I didn’t, I would have said no.”


  “And will—?”


  “No, no.” Again, Lara wagged her finger at Brenna. “Your turn.”


  “I didn’t agree to marry Mitchell.”


  “So, tell me why you would… or why you agreed to go out with him.”


  The shrimp arrived, and the server insisted on taking their dinner order. Not until they were alone again did Brenna attempt to answer. “Okay, which one?”


  “Both. Tell me both.”


  Brenna wagged her head. “Nuh-uh. You said one for one. That’s two.”


  “And I told you that I do love Preston, so that was two. Spill it.”


  Before Brenna could speak up, her phone dinged. Horror transformed into incredulity and then amusement. She passed the phone across the table. “He said he would notify me—even for a paper cut. So Lauren gave herself one—just so I’d know she’s alive and well.”


  “That’s dedication.”


  Thumbs did the dance on the keyboard before Brenna stowed the phone and all the stress melted from her body again. Until that moment, Lara hadn’t realized just how relaxed she’d become. Before Lara could say anything, though, Brenna dipped a shrimp into cocktail sauce and watched the excess drip off as if the most interesting thing in the world.


  “I went out with him because Mitchell’s the first guy who…” She popped the shrimp into her mouth and chewed. Lara just waited. After a sip of water, Brenna sank back against the chair. “This is more embarrassing than I thought. Here goes. He’s the first guy I’ve ever wanted to flirt with. I’m pathetic at it, but he thinks it’s cute, anyway.”


  “That is cute.” The idea of flirting with Preston… Lara almost shuddered. “I don’t think Preston’s a flirty kind of guy.”


  “I doubt there’s a man alive who doesn’t want the love of his life to flirt… even if it’s just in private”


  Maybe… private. That’s probably it. He’d want privacy, but… Lara skipped the rest of her internal musings and nudged Brenna as she reached for a hunk of the onion loaf she’d forgotten they’d ordered. “And if he proposed today? Why would you say yes?”


  “You assume I would.”


  Lara just eyed her friend.


  “Fine. Assuming I did…” In spite of herself, Brenna’s expression turned dreamy. “Pinkerton.”


  Of all the things Lara could have considered, Mitchell’s disreputable-looking cat wouldn’t have even received an invite. “Oookaaay… ‘Splain.”


  “Well, he didn’t want that cat. He didn’t know how to take care of one, but he did it—kind of like how he does with Lauren. He just fumbles around with her, trying to make sure he keeps her physically safe and mentally healthy. It’s not even his job, but…”


  That’s when understanding clicked into place. “But you want to see him with your baby.”


  A shrug, a smile, a laugh that was just shy of a giggle—Brenna didn’t elaborate, and Lara didn’t press. If she did, Brenna would be sure to ask if she looked forward to children with Preston. And I don’t want to admit that I hadn’t really thought about it aside from how we’d handle church if that happened… and Miss Stella’s preoccupation with “Faux-ma.” That’s reason enough never to have any.


  “Will your son be Preston the fifth?”


  “Not happening.” Lara clapped a hand over her mouth. “That wasn’t nice,” she admitted once she recovered from her outburst. “I just think four is plenty, don’t you? What about you? Would you name a son Mitchell Junior?”


  “Why not? I like him. If he wants a son with his name, or if their family has done it for generations, I can live with that. It’s a name people recognize, can spell, and doesn’t have associations with crooks or anything.”


  You’re nowhere near marriage zone, and you sound way more ready for this marriage thing than me. I need to talk to Ty about that.


  Their food and another picture of the paper cut—one doctored in sharpie and ketchup, no less—arrived to distract them from the conversation. When she realized it, Lara stowed a note about her relief in her marriage counseling file and slammed the drawer shut. Not while we’re here.
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  Planner, measuring tape, and favorite pen in hand, Lara jerked open the door of the New Cheltenham chapel, ready to do serious damage to her to-do list. She had half an hour before the first marriage counseling session, and by the time she moved over to Ty’s office, she expected to have every measurement she could ever need, as well as a list for the florist.


  Lara’s respect for woodworkers and construction workers shot through the roof as she fought with the tape measure. Every time she pulled out three feet, adjusting to reach for her pen would ensure the tape slid back into the case. Out of desperation, she pinned it down with one knee, reached for her planner, and set it beside her.


  She also rocked her knee enough to ensure the case skittered across the floor, and the tape zipped back inside. Lara did not swear, but she did consider that there were insufficient appropriate words with which to voice her displeasure in such moments. “Botheration just doesn’t have the same impact as a few other choice words I could think of at the moment.”


  Guilt crept in on tiptoe and tapped her shoulder, whispering, Don’t you think there’s something a little incongruous in complaining about a dearth of appropriate swear words while measuring a church? Isn’t that an oxymoron, anyway? Appropriate swear word?


  “I’d agree,” Lara snapped back, “if I could just get this stupid thing…” She slammed a hymnal on one end of the tape and pulled a bit more out. “To stay put!”


  Two shoes appeared in her line of sight, just as she reached for her third hymnal to hold the tape measure in place. She’d recognize those shoes anywhere. “Can you just move your left foot over a few inches? The tape is on a mission to thwart mine.”


  Ty’s hand also appeared—something else she’d recognize anywhere. Large, smooth, dark on one side and a little lighter on the other. He took the bulky metal box from her hands, pulled out a length, and slid his thumb over the “grip.” Miracle of miracles, that tape didn’t snake into a million directions, slicing flesh and terrorizing reasonable people. It stayed put.


  “Wow. I knew I’d seen them behave, but I couldn’t find the button.” She examined what she’d assumed was a grip to keep hands from sliding off in the struggle with the tape. “I didn’t think mine had one.”


  To Ty’s credit, he didn’t laugh—snicker inwardly, perhaps, but he had the decency not to let her see. Instead, he pulled the end of the tape and began backing away. “Tell me when to stop.”


  “At the front pew. First measurement is for aisle swags, then I’ll need up to the dais.”


  Once she’d recorded every measurement she could possibly need, Lara slipped the tape measure into her coat pocket and surveyed the sanctuary. The tall, pointed-arch windows with their leaded glass only added to the old-world beauty of the chapel. Sprays at the base of each sill to accent the windows? Tulle draped from one arch point to the next and caught up with flowers above the point? Lara shook her head at that. Too much.


  A glance at Ty showed him watching her. Lara swept her arm around the room. “You’ve been to lots of weddings in here. What flowers or decorations stand out in your memory?”


  “Mostly the hideous ones.”


  She gestured for him to keep talking while she jogged up the dais and stared out over the room. “Such as?”


  “Tacky lace attached to beautiful birch logs. That same lace on each of the candles which, I’ll have you know, melted that lace when they forgot about it. Stank and nearly scorched the wood. The flowers were dollar store rejects.”


  “Why would someone do that to such a beautiful place?”


  “Mama said that they spent all their money on the venue and food and didn’t have any left over for decorations, so instead of letting people and good architecture be the decor, they tried to do it with what they could afford.”


  Unfortunately, Lara could visualize Ty’s description to every detail, and the mental picture produced a shudder. “I think I agree with your mama. Ugh. Tell me a great one, please!”


  He pointed to the back door. “One bride didn’t have someone special to be a flower girl, so instead, she decorated a huge floral arch over the doorway there. It had tons of roses and lilies, and I don’t know what all in it—almost a white curtain there. So, when the doors opened—I think they covered those with flowers or satin or something, too—she was just framed beautifully. Then, two ushers pulled cords on each side, and she walked through falling rose petals from above. Gorgeous. They clung to her dress and fell along the aisle, almost like she’d had a flower girl. Unique, beautiful, and meaningful for them.”


  The picture made her sigh before she could stop herself. “That sounds amazing. I love it—much more meaningful than, ‘Well, I have a cousin, thrice removed, who has a daughter the right age. I’ll have Mom give her a call for you.’”


  His laughter rang out and filled the sanctuary. Not as great as when he sings, but man… that laugh. It should be recorded for actors who are lousy laughers. Lara just gave him a weak smile.


  “Wait… you weren’t joking?”


  “Don’t I wish. I’ll ask Preston, but I doubt he’ll go for it. He has no opinion until it’s the last thing I think he’ll care about. Then he’s determined to do exactly opposite what I want.”


  Ty checked his FitBit and eyed her. “Is he late?”


  She swallowed hard and willed back tears she hadn’t expected. “He’s not coming.”
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  Not a good start—first his weird behavior at the restaurant and now he can’t bother to show up for marriage counseling?


  “He had to go out of town for a last-minute meeting. He said to take good notes, and we’ll go over it all when he gets back.” She gave Ty an indecipherable look. “I know we don’t have a lot of time, so I thought I should come instead of rescheduling.”


  He’d almost knocked “unity in Biblical understanding” off the counseling docket, but Lara added, “He’s going to counseling with his pastor, too. They’re at night, or I’d go, but I can’t—not with the restaurant. It’s on Wednesday nights after prayer meeting. And I need to be at The Birches.”


  Unity doesn’t have to mean identicality—if that’s even a word—but she needs to be sure they do have essential Biblical unity. Perhaps starting off with the idea of being unequally yoked is a bit heavy-handed, but is it right to wait until she’s even more invested?


  “Ty?”


  When had she switched from Brother Jamison to Ty? He shoved that question aside and kicked its fraternal twin—why did he like it so much?—to the curb. “Sorry, yes. Let’s get on it, shall we? Would you be more comfortable in here, or in my office?”


  In his office. Alone. And in March, so the door had to stay shut. He was just about to rescind the offer of his office when she marched down the aisle. “Office. Definitely. I don’t want anyone walking in on my marital shrink session.”


  If she hadn’t tossed him a wink over her shoulder, he might have been offended—just a little. Instead, he swallowed hard and followed her. I’ll have to record it.


  Between measuring the chapel, learning that Preston wouldn’t be joining them, and the unsettling feeling that he’d be calling his own mentor that evening, Ty forgot about the changes in his office. The chairs had arrived the previous day, and the effect couldn’t have been nicer. Instead of facing his desk, he’d rearranged the room to put his desk at a north-facing window and set the chairs at the other end of the narrow office. It was so easy to turn the desk chair around and roll it over to join the others.


  Lara gasped at the transformation. “Oh, Ty! It’s awesome.” She stepped in further and whirled to face him. “You got my desk! I’m so jealous. I wanted that, but…”


  “Lauren told me. At least you can enjoy it during our sessions.” What made him add, “And if Preston decides he likes it, I can find something else. I got a great deal, so…” he couldn’t explain—even to himself.


  “I should say, ‘No! It’s your desk now.’ I should, but I won’t. If he says he’ll find me one like it, I’m going to let him. And if he can’t… I’ll accept that offer. I seriously was going to buy it the day after he proposed. Then I realized it wasn’t his style. And if you saw his mother’s house…”


  After making a mental note to ask why his mother’s taste in decor should matter to her and her husband, Ty seated himself opposite her in the matching chair and suggested they start with prayer. Her hand wiped at tears when she nodded. “Are you okay?”


  Lara shrugged. “Mostly. I… well, I really wanted him here, you know. It’s weird doing marriage counseling without the other half.”


  “We can postpone…” Even as he offered, Ty balked. They didn’t have time for all he wanted, much less reschedules that likely would never happen.


  The planner clattered to the floor, and Lara folded her hands in her lap. “No, let’s get started. I’m just being selfish and silly.”


  Or like a normal woman who wants a profitable session…


  With nothing else to do, Ty leaned his forearms on his knees and clasped his hands together. “Lord, we sit here together, in Your presence, asking Your blessing on this time. Please help me remember that marriage is more than just a serious undertaking. Help me keep the joy in the occasion and in our discussions. We ask that I will lead our discussion in each path You wish it to take, and hold me back when my own will steps in where it shouldn’t. May everything we do and say bring honor to You and to Preston and Lara’s relationship…”


  Seconds passed before Lara added, “Lord, please make me teachable instead of stubborn, strong where I should be, and that I will only desire to glorify You.”


  After another second or two, Ty closed the prayer and leaned back, beaming. “Okay, well, we’re both having a first today. I’ve never done my full-counseling program. I have an abbreviated version I use for people who aren’t members of mine or any church, but it’s more conflict resolution and pre-planning for family integration than actual marriage prep.”


  He’d reached for his notes and Bible when Lara’s phone blipped. She fumbled with the coat she’d draped over the back of her chair until she retrieved her phone. The eagerness she’d displayed shifted to disappointment and finally resolve. “I’m sorry. It’s the caterer. I need to take it.”


  “Go ahead. I’m in no rush.”


  She’d answered the call the moment he said, “ahead.”


  Listening one-sided made it awkward but not too difficult to follow. They needed to change the order—no shrimp on the menu after all. “No, it’s not an allergy concern. I just forgot that there were some foods we can’t serve. I’m thinking we need a salmon option and then vegan options as well.”


  Her expression shifted as she listened. “No, vegan—not vegetarian. There can’t be any—”


  Again, she listened, her mouth growing tauter and more rigid with each passing second. “No—” A full three seconds passed before she broke in again. “Excuse me— Excuse me. If you cannot handle the order as I give it, and make a full ingredient list of everything you plan to use so I may get it approved ahead of time, I need to know now.”


  As she listened, Lara closed her eyes and took several long, slow breaths. If he’d thought it would help, Ty would have ripped the phone from her hands and told the person on the other end to show a little customer service and respect. As it turned out, she didn’t need him. She snatched up her planner and began flipping through the pages. “I can see this won’t work for either of us. I apologize for taking up so much of your time, but I’ve decided to cancel the booking. As per my contract…” A few papers appeared, followed by a nod. “I request that all but the non-refundable ten percent of the deposit be returned to me by next Friday, the 29th.”


  This time, he could hear rumbles of the other end of the conversation, but Lara put a stop to that. “I am well within the cancellation period. Should I not receive that refund by the 29th, you’ll hear from my lawyer. Have a nice day.”


  The moment Lara disconnected, she sagged against the chair, visibly spent. “Ugh. I hate confrontation.”


  Ty reached for her hand and squeezed it. “You did great. I had no idea you weren’t totally in your element.”


  “It’s part of the job—most jobs have that element.”


  “You think?”


  She nodded. “Sure. You have to confront a brother in sin or someone who is at odds with another brother. The lawyer has to deal with a lazy office assistant or someone who didn’t file something properly. Doctors—patients who try to game the system for drugs. We all deal with it every day, but man, I hate it. I was so sure it was just the restaurant industry. I was going to quit, get married, and have babies.”


  He snickered.


  “Right? I know, but it was a bad day, and I wasn’t thinking. Told my friend about it and she about choked me through the airwaves. ‘You think I make it through an hour without conflict? Are you serious? I can’t make it through nap time without it! They fight me in their sleep!’”


  “People do tend to underestimate the value of motherhood and homemaking.”


  “Yeah, well, I don’t. Not anymore. Funny, though. It’s all I ever wanted to do when I was younger.”


  This was getting them somewhere. “And now that you’re getting married? Will you be choosing to stay home and have a family?”


  The recoil nearly took him out. “No! Not for a while, anyway—years. We’re taking all that slowly.”


  The session began—at first, just a rehash of how they met and got engaged. “So,” he began after the preliminaries. “I wanted to know why you decided to get married.”


  “Funny, Brenna asked me that, too. Sorta. She asked why I said yes when I did.” In an almost inaudible whisper, she added, “I didn’t like my answer.” Her eyelids shot up, and those gray eyes pleaded with him. “Is that bad?”


  “Not necessarily. What was the answer?”


  “I didn’t have a reason not to?” At his silence, she added, “Of course, I love him. It’s not that I just didn’t have anything better to do that day. But… I don’t know. Her answer about Mitchell was so much more… it was deeper.”


  Those words doused the question he’d begun to form. “Wait, what? She and Mitchell are engaged?”


  “No!” Lara’s cheeks pinked. When had he ever thought that attractive? “I just told her I’d only answer her questions if she answered the same one about Mitchell. So she said she went out with him because he was the first guy who ever made her want to flirt with him.”


  I’ll have to try to convince her to let him know that. Ty had formulated an opinion when he remembered the cardinal rule of counseling. Ask questions unless asked a question. Instead, he asked, “And you liked her answer better than yours?”


  “Don’t you? Which girl would you want to marry?”


  The one who I can’t stop thinking about?


  “The one who decided she didn’t have a reason not to marry you? Or the one who was never tempted to flirt until you?”


  Okay, when you put it that way… God’s mercies are new every morning, and some afternoons, too. “Um… so you’re saying you’ve never been tempted to flirt?”


  “Well, of course—oh. I get it. I’m not Brenna.”


  “Right. And, I’m sure you flirt with Preston.” Her silence assured him that she didn’t. Awkward. “If you’re not comfortable with your level of flirting, perhaps you should pray about that. If you think that it’s something that would enrich your relationship…” Ty let that thought trail off. How inane can you get? You don’t add flirting to a relationship the way you add fiber to regulate your diet.


  “Yeah. I’ll think about that.”


  “How do your friends and family feel about your engagement?”


  The way her face fell told him all he needed to know. As she described her parents’ prejudices against those with money, red flag after red flag shot into the air. “But,” Lara added, “Brenna has been so supportive. She says it’s hard for parents to see their little girls grow up, and when we’re so far away, they can only see what Hollywood says about wealthy people on TV. They don’t know any Christians who also happen to have money.”


  “I think that’s reasonable. Do you think they’ll accept him in time?”


  “Oh, sure. They finally accepted that I wasn’t going to join some union just because it exists. Someday they’ll even forgive me for voting for that last president.” The wink she shot his way dried out his mouth.


  “Excellent. Now…” He checked his notes. “This is something you may need to discuss later and then come back with, but it is important. Have either of you been in love before?”


  “I haven’t—well, not since sixth grade when Simon Kim broke my heart and dumped me for my arch enemy.” After a smile that hinted she was long over that hurt, she shrugged. “Other than that, no… I mean,” Lara added, “I’ve had a few boyfriends I really cared about, but never in love. I’m not even sure I believe in that the way people talk about it. I think love is something you do, and doing it produces the emotions we’re so wrapped up in.”


  Lara, no… don’t marry someone as a checklist. We’ll have to get into what you mean by love… like next week. “And what about Preston? Do you know about his past relationships?”


  Here, she hesitated before shaking her head. “I mean, I’ve gotten hints about something serious in the past, but he doesn’t talk about it.”


  “Well, you can ask him about it. Next on my list is attractiveness—what attracted you to Preston?”


  She described his comfort in his own skin, the kind way he treated people, and his consideration for her and her comfort. It sounded like an excellent description of a butler, as far as Ty was concerned, but he kept his opinions to himself and moved to the last thing on his list—the one he always hated asking, but asked every couple regardless. Most brushed it aside at best. A few mocked him, but he wouldn’t relent.


  “Okay, I just have one more assessment question, and we’re done for today. I’ve got homework for you guys…” He passed over the folders he’d prepared, and the moment she relaxed, he dropped a giant elephant in the room and prayed it wouldn’t crush toes.


  “Have either of you been involved in pornography in the past, or are you at present?”


  Her eyes widened, and her face went gray. “I never—I never even thought—oh, ick. I can’t imagine, but… ick!”


  “Can I take that as a no for you, then?”


  “Absolu—” She froze. “Well… I mean, technically no, but…”


  Oh, Lara…


  “In college, I got into reading romances… um… steamy ones.”


  Everyone’s definition of “steamy” was different, in his experience. One woman didn’t want too detailed of a kiss description, whereas another’s might be four hundred pages of a single, highly-detailed bedroom scene. He almost wished he didn’t have to ask. “Um, and by steamy…”


  “Well, I’m not comfortable bringing those details up, but they were inappropriate. I didn’t think so at the time, but after hearing teaching at a women’s retreat, I couldn’t get it out of my head until I realized that I was basically in people’s bedrooms emotionally and mentally partaking of private things. If it had been in a movie, I would have walked out or changed the channel, but in a book…”


  Lord, how many women would not only see that and change but admit it, too? How do I encourage her without seeming to condone what isn’t right?


  “Look, I know it was wrong. I didn’t—not at first. I thought as long as they weren’t real people, it wasn’t lust. Can’t be a sin if the person isn’t real, right? But yeah, it made me think of things and situations differently. It made me think about guys I dated differently. So, I tossed them. Now, I only read books that get clean ratings from a few trusted blogs. It helps.”


  “Are you ever tempted to pick up those other ones again?”


  The cheeks that had gone pink flamed an awful, sunburned-looking red. “Yeah… sometimes. Especially after a stressful day. I think I used them almost like a drug because that’s when the thought comes that I can totally just read something and skip most of the worst bits. But then I call a friend, and we pray about it. I don’t want to get in the habit of objectifying relationships that way.”


  What else could he say? Ty told her he’d keep her in his prayers, led them in a parting prayer for wisdom and peace during the counseling and wedding preparation weeks ahead, and walked her as far as Church Street before returning to his office. Lord, does this guy have any clue what a gem he’s unearthed?
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  Instead of Sunday dinner with the St. Jameses that week, Lara and Preston sat at her dining table, a plate of “buffalo sprouts” between them and Ty’s homework in hand. “So, he asked if either of us had ever been in love, and I answered, but he said it was most important that we talk to each other about it, too.”


  “I don’t see what that has to do with anything. We’re getting married because we love each other, not because we loved someone else once.”


  Two things became clear with those words. First, Preston was evading the question—deliberately. Additionally, and even worse because he had been in love, he didn’t want to tell her. But why not? Obviously, it’s over. She gave him a surreptitious look while reaching for a buffalo sprout. Unless it’s not… not completely. What if he still loves her?


  “Lara?”


  “I think we should answer. I told him about Simon Kim in the sixth grade and how he dumped me for the only girl in school that I hated.” In an effort to get him to open up, she added, “I didn’t tell Ty that Simon’s why I didn’t go to prom. He asked me, but I didn’t go just so I could say I turned him down. It felt good.”


  His thumb traced the outline of her ring. “And no one since then?”


  Unsure why the question annoyed her, Lara just shrugged and reached for her third buffalo sprout. “I was busy starting my career. I didn’t have time for dating—not even you.”


  “But you did.”


  A small smile formed in spite of herself. “You kind of didn’t give me a choice.”


  “I know what I like.”


  I’m just lucky you happened to be what I like, or else where would we be? The question formed, laid itself out there, and waited. Only when Preston started to move to the next question did Lara realize what was wrong with it. We wouldn’t be anywhere. There wouldn’t be a we if I didn’t like you. An honest part of herself tried to add, Would there? but Lara stuffed it down. Of course, there wouldn’t.


  “So about the—?”


  “You didn’t tell me about who you were in love with.”


  “It’s not important.”


  As far as Lara was concerned, it was important. If anything, it was more important every passing second. “I’m not sure I agree. Maybe I’m insecure, but I don’t like the idea of you hiding someone you loved from me. It makes me wonder when you’ll decide to go back to her because I’m just not enough.”


  Preston snatched back his hand and grabbed the papers as if they held the answers to all life’s problems. “That won’t happen.”


  “I can’t be sure of that, Preston. You dismiss my feelings, but—”


  “She’s dead, Lara. I don’t want to talk about it.”


  And now I feel like a troll.


  He glared at the papers while Lara tried to think of some way to apologize for pushing—some way that didn’t imply she was wrong to ask. Still, no matter how she mentally phrased it, she sounded penitent instead of apologetic. That happened a lot lately.


  Just as she gave up and started to offer condolences on his loss, Preston started. “Pornography?” He stared at her. “What kind of pastor do you have?”


  “What do you mean?” Mouth dry, Lara could only repeat to herself, Please don’t say you think it’s no big deal, on an endless loop through her heart.


  “Why would he think this of Christian people?”


  The words sucked dry any remaining moisture in her throat. After a steadying “shot” of water, Lara blurted out her confession. “I told him I used to be addicted to romance novels. You should know that, too.”


  “That’s hardly porn.”


  She loved him for saying it, but honesty forced her to contradict him. “The stuff I read was as much porn on the page for me as anything in a magazine would be for a guy addicted to that stuff. I didn’t read actual erotica, but for me, it might as well have been.”


  Once spoken, Lara would have been tempted to break laws to get the words back. Instead, she waited for his reaction. A sneer? A frown? What would it be?


  Preston scooted his chair closer, wrapped his arms around her, and held her close. “I think I understand what you’re saying. I want to argue that you’re oversensitive to it—that it wasn’t as bad as you’re making it out to be. It’s just a book. No one was objectified in the making of that book. But, even as I say that I realize it discounts your conscience. If the Lord convicted you of what you read, then you were wrong to read it.”


  She didn’t know how to respond to that. It wasn’t that his words were disingenuous. Rather, the tone and his demeanor felt stitched with scratchy embroidery. Each second that passed only added to the irrational irritation, so she murmured a half-hearted, “Thanks,” and snatched up another buffalo sprout.


  Lord, forgive me, but I suddenly want a real buffalo wing. With meat. Actual chicken meat. And the thing is, he wouldn’t care if I did. Would he? It’s me. All me. Once she’d gotten started, Lara couldn’t stop her thoughts. Why do I feel like I know him less now that we’re engaged than I did before we were? Why am I suddenly awkward around him?


  “You’re probably waiting for my answer. No, I’ve never had a problem with porn. I’ve seen it. I wasn’t interested. I never looked again and didn’t linger when I ran across it.”


  The impulse to say, “Well, bully for you,” shocked and dismayed her. Am I that petty that I resent him for having a stronger moral compass or whatever?


  “That probably sounds a bit self-righteous.”


  How she kept her, “A bit,” from sounding as snappish as she felt, Lara could only attribute to God’s mercy.


  “It’s not, I promise. There’s no virtue in resisting what doesn’t interest you.”


  A kiss stole her attention until Lara had forgotten they were in the middle of premarital counseling homework. But as Preston finally released her and speared his first sprout, he said, “Now that, on the other hand, is a definite temptation.”


  Still held hostage by emotions he’d stirred into a swirling vortex, Lara could only think of one thing. Flirting. You were going to try flirting with him. He deserves that.


  “I see how it is,” she murmured as she gazed at him under lowered lashes. “Make me have to confess that my life is now a romance novel…” Lara winked.


  Preston, on the other hand, rose, kissed her temple, and backed away. “I’m sorry. I guess I should go. I’ll see you later tonight or maybe on Tuesday.”


  “Pres—”


  But he’d already turned. A moment later, he was at the door. A moment after that, she heard him on the stairs.


  “Apparently, I’m a lousy flirter.”
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  A blanket of white amplified the quiet hush of New Cheltenham before it came alive—such as it would on a Monday, anyway. Lauren Kinsey burst through the door, shattering that silence in a bang, a huff, and an echoing bang as she shoved the door shut again. In what felt like one bounding step, she crossed the room and dropped a math book and notebook onto his desk. “Brenna is more relaxed.”


  “Good!” What are you doing here?


  “Maybe for you,” the most “un-tweeny” tween he’d ever come across snapped.


  “And it’s not for you?” Please don’t say it’s for math help. I’m hopeless with stuff involving letters.


  “She relaxed when she got away from here. She never goes anywhere, because she has to take care of me. Therefore, because of me, my sister is all stressed out.”


  Lauren reached for something in her pocket and pulled out a mechanical pencil. “What do I do?”


  “Tell me what you’re talking about?” And do not ask me what a diffidential equation is. That thought brought an involuntary smile to his lips. Good one. That would have been one of my childhood malapropisms.


  “Don’t make fun of me.”


  Time to stop goofing around. “Lara… talk to me.”


  “Let’s start with my name. I’m Laur-en. She’s Lar-a.” His self-smile had shifted to her lips. A second glance confirmed it. Laur-en was quite pleased with herself.


  A defensive response blurted out before he could realize it was defensive. “I’ve been spending more time with her lately, and your names are similar.”


  “Yeah. Let’s go with that.” Brenna opened her math book, flipped a few pages, set her pencil and notebook on top, and flopped back in the chair again. “How do I get Brenna to do things?”


  “Like…”


  The eraser end of the pencil—an almost non-existent eraser at that—tapped against the notebook as she thought. “Well… manicures? Pedicures? No, that’s just gross. People messing with your feet and stuff. Ew.”


  “Does she like manicures?”


  There, Lauren just shrugged. “I’ve never seen her get one. Maybe she needs a hobby. The knit wits?” That idea got dismissed almost as quickly as Lauren made it. “No, she’s staid enough as it is.”


  “Do you know how unusual it is for a twelve-year-old girl to use the word staid?”


  “Do you know how unusual,” Lauren retorted, “—it is for an almost teenager to have a sister under thirty who can be called staid? I’m a product of my environment.”


  And you know what that even means. I didn’t at your age.


  “So what do I do? If I suggest something, she’ll probably take up bingo or something.”


  At exactly the same time, Lauren and Ty said, “No, whist.” Ty added, “Okay, what about just more dates… more days off the store? Why does this need to be a big group thing? You wanted them together…”


  “But she relaxed when she got away from here. Maybe we should set her up for one of those mystery shopper things, but instead she’s rates and reviews travel things—airlines, cruises, trains, hotels, and stuff.” Once she got going, Lauren couldn’t stop. “She could even do picking on the trips!”


  Ty knew better than to ask, but he did it anyway. “What is picking?”


  “You know, finding stuff for the shop. We’ve got pickers who do some for us, but Brenna goes out whenever she can because we make more when we find it ourselves. She just doesn’t like to leave me alone that much.” The girl huffed and flung the pencil at the notebook. It hit the only tiny piece of plastic rubber left on that pencil and bounced end over end into Ty’s lap. “It’s like she forgets I’m not nine anymore. I can handle the store just fine!”


  His gut said he shouldn’t say it, but Ty did anyway. “Hint to the grown-up kids among us. The minute you say something like that, you prove that you’re not old enough after all.”


  The expected outburst didn’t appear. Instead, Lauren cocked her head and held out her hand for her pencil. “Really? So what do I say? How do I convince her to do stuff so she won’t be all stressed out?”


  If he hadn’t been watching, if he hadn’t listened carefully to every word, Ty would have missed it—that tiny crack in the middle of the word, “stressed.” It tugged at his heart and prompted him to move around the desk and sit beside her. Though he ached to hug her—assure her that all would be well—Ty resisted. It’s a messed up world when a preacher can’t comfort a hurting kid.


  A truth he hadn’t considered before crowded out that thought. Yeah, and it’s been a messed up world since Adam stood there and watched his wife seal the fate of mankind. So, why do I think that I get to exempt myself from doing right just because “conventional wisdom” says I should to protect myself?


  He hugged her. “I need to throw a few things out there first.”


  “Go for it.”


  “Brenna loves you. She loves her store. She loves her life here with you and her store. She wouldn’t trade any of that for anything except that, of course, I know she’d love to have your parents back.”


  “I know.” The words came out wavering and weak. “I do. Really. But I keep hearing people say how refreshed and relaxed she seems since she got back. She needs girl time, not to be a second mom to me.”


  He’d expected to have to brainstorm for better ideas than whist or pedicures, but the obvious one came to him almost without effort. “I feel foolish. It’s simple.”


  “Then enlighten the even simpler one over here. I’m lost. Everything sounds dumb to me.”


  “It’s the wedding. It’s the perfect solution. They’ll be doing all that girlie stuff—finding shoes and flowers and jewelry. I’ll just tell Lara to make sure she keeps it up after the wedding. It’ll feel natural to Brenna after all that extra time spent together. One stress-free sister coming up.”


  Something in her expression hinted she might not go for it, but then Lauren nodded. “I heard Lara say they wouldn’t have kids for a few years. That would make me at least fifteen or sixteen by the time she’s too busy with babies to keep Brenna from going nuts. Maybe by then…”


  Lauren snatched up the notebook and copied a problem down before passing it to him. “So, what do you know about square roots. I stink at them.”


  Me too, kid. Still, at least they use actual numbers.


  He’d just remembered that he needed to divide two numbers at once when Lauren said, “Of course, if I can convince Lara to dump Pressie’s sorry bum, then we’ll still have to come up with an alternate plan.”


  That shouldn’t sound like as much of a good idea as it does.
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  A tweet greeted her as Lara brushed through the doorway of The Secret Garden. A rustle of leaves so faint she almost missed them followed a moment later. Another tweet. If you listened close, you could hear a gurgle of water somewhere. Several tweets.


  Lara stood inside the door, eyes closed, and listened. She allowed herself a dip into her imagination and felt the breeze, smelled the damp earth. When her eyes opened, a man stood opposite her on the other side of the counter. “Do you like the music or the scent of flowers?”


  “Both?” She stepped forward with her hand outstretched. “I’m Lara—”


  “—ra Priest. I’ve been expecting you.”


  Wayne Farrell—owner of Fairbury’s “The Pettler” and now New Cheltenham’s shop as well. He was taller, broader, bigger than she’d imagined. She’d expected a mousy little man, and, much to her chagrin, a bit effeminate. Lara covered her embarrassment by gushing. “When I heard you were taking over The Secret Garden, I couldn’t believe it. I mean, I needed to use the local shop, but I really wanted your work. And I got both!”


  “I scoped out the church earlier… just through the windows, but it looks like a great location. We can do pretty much anything you like in there.”


  The discussion began. Lara pulled out her phone and showed the ledges at the bottom of each of the arched windows. “I thought maybe floral sprays at the base of each. And then if we could do a larger version at the base of the giant window behind where that pulpit is—it’ll be moved, of course.”


  She went on to describe the archway curtain of flowers that Ty had told her about. “I don’t know if the groom’s family will go for it, but I like it better than the idea of having a kid there just because we need a kid. That’s silly.”


  Wayne-the-florist pointed to the aisle on her phone. “I’ve also seen it done where they create a thick mound of rose petals along each row there to frame the aisle. It also removes the need for a runner. And, if you prefer, there’s no reason your bridesmaids can’t surreptitiously drop petals as they walk to have a few on the ground in the middle if you wanted them.”


  That idea struck her as perfect. She pulled out her planner and sketched out the idea in a perfect display of stick figures and, unrecognizable to anyone but herself, pews and an aisle. “So, like this…”


  “Looks great for the space, too. With that, I’d forgo the curtain, but maybe keep the archway at the opening to the doors. I always think we neglect the area that showcases the bride the most.”


  “The top could have that same spray…?”


  “What kind of flowers?”


  Lara chewed the end of her pen, unwilling to make anything permanent. “Well, I know my fiancé expects lilies, but I think they stink. I don’t want them. I want the old English garden roses—the big, fat, swirly ones. And if they come in ivory or pale yellow with a hint of blush, all the better.”


  He made notes, writing in a ratty notebook atop an old French door covered in tempered glass. It had all the rustic beauty that a shop like his should have and yet practicality, too. “All right. If you’ll just put your number at the top of the page there, I’ll send you a text when I have a few options ready for you to look at—probably not until the middle of next week.”


  That was it. She walked out of the shop and into the cobbled street on Piccadilly Square. The beautiful sounds of nature gave way to other sounds she couldn’t place. A door jingle followed. A car door slammed somewhere, followed by the blip, blip of the alarm setting. The rattle of a dolly truck being pushed along the sidewalk caused her to glance over her shoulder. There he was—the UPS man. Even the big brown trucks weren’t allowed on the streets of New Cheltenham. Pedestrians only, except for rare occasions.


  She’d planned to take her things upstairs and get ready for work, but yelling in the kitchen sent her racing back. There, with a bloody towel around his hand, the prep cook tried not to wince as Carlo berated him for his carelessness and stupidity.


  Lara stepped in. “How bad is it?”


  “He’s got blood all over—”


  “Del. How bad is it?”


  “Stitches,” was all the man could gasp out.


  “I’ll take you to the medic myself.”


  Del shook his head. “Juli… went for… someone. I was just… trying to… clean this up.”


  “Sit down.” Lara glared when he hesitated. “Hand over your head. Now.”


  Carlo protested. Lara turned on him. “I’ll finish the salad prep myself, but when someone gets hurt in my restaurant,” she glared and stopped him from responding. “Even in your kitchen, he gets seen and is off the floor for the night. Period.”


  Coat off, sleeves rolled up, Lara scrubbed her hands, doused them in lemon juice, and rinsed again—an unnecessary step but one Carlo insisted on for handling raw vegetables after washing. She wasn’t in the mood to argue. At the prep table, she realized her mistake. “Help! I need an apron here. Forgot that, and don’t want to wash my hands again.”


  No, she couldn’t work half as fast as Del, and after seeing the look on the medic’s face at the sight of Del’s hand, Lara worked even slower than usual. However, it kept salad prep going until their other prep cook could arrive. When Carlo stepped out to inspect a shipment, the tournant stepped close the moment Lara set down her knife. “It’s Carlo’s fault. That’s why he’s so mad. He startled Del by shouting at someone, and the knife slipped.”


  “Thanks.” She’d seen near misses enough to believe it. “I’ll talk to him after closing, so you guys don’t have to deal with it.”


  A nod, a point to a piece she’d missed, and the tournant went back to the other prep work not being done. “Just glad I came in early to play with that sauce I was working on.”


  Me, too.


  The other prep cook burst in the door just as Lara reached for her first onion. Thank you, Jesus! And I mean that with every bit of my heart!


  Lara stepped away, hands up as if someone called time in a cooking competition, and went to scrub her hands. Lather, fingernail brush, lather again, rinse. It was at the end of the rinse cycle that she noticed.


  “Oh, no!”


  “What?” The question came from all corners of the kitchen, Carlo’s voice the loudest.


  “My ring. It’s gone!”


  The kitchen grew silent enough to hear each bubble, sizzle, and even the ting of a fan in the walk-in refrigerator. Gotta get that fixed.


  “Where’d you last see it?”


  Lara glared at Carlo. “Um, that would be on my hand!”


  He scowled at her. “I meant, where were you when you last saw it on your hand?”


  It took more effort than it should have, but Lara managed to mumble out an apology. “I’ve got to find—”


  “Where?”


  He was right, of course. She needed to find it—fast. Every second was a second it could get washed—” She dove for the drain, but it was empty. “I saw it here. It was on my hand when I washed them the last time—after chopping tomatoes.”


  Head swimming, everything sounded garbled as Lara fought the temptation to collapse into a puddle of ineptitude. He’s going to kill me. He loves that ring.


  Someone said they’d call Jack Leighton—the town handyman. “He’ll take out the trap. It’s probably in there.”


  Carlo—that voice she couldn’t mistake, demanded one of the busboys go through the garbage near the sink. “Check every bit of it. It might have come off in the paper towel after she dried her hands.”


  “True! I’ll look—”


  He ordered her out of his kitchen, but Lara dropped to all fours and crawled around on the floor, looking under the mats, between the crates, behind the stoves. When that didn’t yield anything, she went for the prep table and poked through the chopped veggies.


  “Stop! You contaminate—”


  “I don’t care! Throw it away. But find that ring!”


  Once the first garbage can was cleared as ring-free, she dumped everything she’d touched and went for the salads. Carlo protested. “Let me wash my hands and look. I’ll put on gloves. But you can’t throw away those salads! We don’t have time.”


  He was right, of course, but Lara didn’t care. Or, rather, she didn’t want to care. She did, however, decide to agree to keep her filthy fingers out of the fresh salad if someone would dig through every bit of lettuce and cucumber to find that ring.


  Someone led her to the door to her stairs. “Go change. Get ready. We’ll find it by the time you get down. They need you out front, and we need to get this done. Just go.”


  Lara went. What else could she do?


  With one hand on the shower nozzle and one peeling off her shirt, a pounding on her door sent Lara through odd contortions to get her shirt back on by the time she reached the door. With an overzealous jerk to the hem, she yanked it in place as she flung open the door and found one of the busboys standing there holding the ring.


  “Wow! That was fast!”


  “Carlo just shook the bowls until one clinked. It saved a few bowls, at least.”


  “I should have had it off. I wonder if we should toss that salad anyway. Ask him.”


  “He said no when someone asked. Said you’d cleaned your hands well, and that’s all that mattered.”


  Lara didn’t have time to argue. “Thanks again. I’d better get dressed. See you soon.”


  Still, before she climbed into the shower, Lara strung the ring onto a chain and laid it out to wear. “No more wearing rings at work. Period. I know better.”
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  A gift bag sat in the chair opposite Preston, but Lara didn’t have half a moment to talk to him. Whatever happened to quiet, simple Wednesday nights?


  As always, Preston sat in his chair, nursed a lemon-ginger water, and watched her. Those first few times before he’d asked her out, his gaze unnerved her. Now she used the attention to practice that flirting she obviously didn’t know how to do well. A wink as she passed, a touch of her hand to his shoulder.


  If she could only tell if he actually liked it. A growing scowl hinted he didn’t, but that could just be how long it took her to get over and say hello… couldn’t it?


  All at once, the restaurant nearly emptied. Lara checked over what needed to be done next, set the closing routine in motion, and hurried to give him a proper hello. “Hey.”


  His scowl disappeared a mere moment before he kissed her. “You were busy tonight.”


  “Insane. There wasn’t even an extra event in town or anything.”


  Preston pulled out the other chair for her and retrieved the gift bag. “Brought you something.”


  “Aw…” After a peek inside that showed her nothing, Lara tried the flirt thing again. “So… do I open it now or…?”


  “Now is fine. Unless you’d rather not.”


  The moment he said “fine,” Lara tore out the tissue paper and dove into the bag. Inside—a gorgeous handbag. Expensive. Far more expensive than she could hope to afford, it couldn’t have been more perfect. Well, unless it had been any other color but goldenrod. “Oh! It’s such a cute style!” Whatever made you get blush pink?


  “It’s a popular design, so I thought you might like it.” The smile that always made him look like he belonged on a Hollywood marquee flashed and softened into the smile she loved as he saw her unzip it.


  “And so… classic!” Why did you say that? Now he’ll buy everything in a color I never wear!


  “Mom said it’s a bit early for spring colors, but I thought I’d get it before they were gone or before you bought your spring handbags.”


  Handbags… plural?


  Unable to say anything else without the risk of him discovering how much she hated the color, Lara shifted the conversation. “So, did your pastor—David, isn’t it?”


  “David Clary, yes.”


  “Did he have questions for us to go over?”


  Preston shook his head. “He couldn’t meet, but he gave me stuff to work through on my own. He’ll likely have more for us to do together in a few weeks.” He reached for her hand and slid his thumb across her fingers. “I have a question, though.”


  Lara leaned forward and smiled. “Yeah?”


  “What happened to your ring?”


  Lara’s mind whirred as her gaze shot from her hand to his face and back to her hand again. “My ring—oh!” She sank back against her chair and pulled her chain from inside her neckline. “We had a scare this afternoon. I had to help with salads in the kitchen today, and I lost it. Couldn’t find it anywhere. But Carlo is amazing and found it right away. I decided it wasn’t safe, or even sanitary, to wear such a large ring at work, so I put it on a chain.”


  “Why were you working in the kitchen? That’s not your job.”


  She frowned. “Um, Preston. My job is the efficient running of this restaurant. That means when something impedes that, I do the job until I can put someone else in that position. We had an injury, and I had to make up the slack.”


  Once more, he reached for her hand and stroked her ring finger. “Well, I don’t like not seeing it there.”


  Lara hesitated. Was it unreasonable for her to want to wait until the restaurant was closed and locked before she put on her private life again? Was it unreasonable for him to want his fiancée to wear his ring?


  Another glance at him made it even more difficult. Anger seemed to simmer beneath the surface, but his eyes showed only hurt. Maybe he’s just angry at himself for being so bothered by it. That’s probably it.


  Preston sucked in a bit of air and squeezed her hand. “Mother hopes you’ll be able to spend Sunday with us. She wanted to go over flowers, photographer, and invitations. Oh, and the menu. She’s concerned about that.”


  “Do you want me there?”


  The shock he showed—it couldn’t have been manufactured. “Of course, I do. I don’t see you enough as it is.”


  Lara slipped the chain from around her neck and slid the ring off and onto her finger. As she replaced the chain, she decided that compromise was a big part of marriage. I might as well start practicing now.
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  Peace and tranquility—two words Ty would have associated with Brenna Kinsey always. Compared to the young woman before him now, they would have been generous. Without a change in personality at all, Brenna appeared as a lighter, brighter version of herself. Lauren gave Ty a pointed look, scooped up a book from the table, and hustled herself out of the room.


  “I promised to help Mr. Ellis try out his new game, so I’ll be back after that.”


  Tension swooped in the door as Lauren exited and settled over Brenna and eventually Mitchell. He spoke first. “Brenna didn’t know who to talk to—you or Lara.”


  After the departure of her little sister, Ty needed clarification—especially after mixing names the other day. “Lara or Lauren?”


  Brenna stiffened. “Did Lauren do something out of line?”


  “No! She’d never!” After a moment’s thought, Ty amended, “Well, if she did, she wouldn’t hide it anyway.”


  That prompted a few snickers and Brenna relaxed a little more again. This time, she explained why they’d asked him to come to Sunday dinner. “Before I say anything, I want you to know that I am willing to talk directly to Lara, but I don’t want to make her upset over what may just be my perception of how things should be. You’re doing counseling with her, so I thought you’d have a better idea of if I should leave it with you or go to her myself.”


  “I can’t discuss what we talk about in our sessions, but…”


  “Well, I didn’t expect you to do that. Okay, do you want what I’ve noticed that concerns me, or should I talk to her about it first?”


  Of course, he wanted to know what bothered Brenna about Lara and presumably the wedding or Preston, but was it right? Ty opted to ask for clarification. “Is this about her personally, about wedding preparations or things, about Preston, their relationship…”


  Brenna’s gaze shifted to Mitchell as she said, “Red flags?”


  He nodded. “That’s a good way of putting what you’ve told me.”


  For red flags, Ty decided to let her start talking. “I’ll let you know if you should just stop and go talk to Lara.”


  “Okay… so I told her that I was concerned about how fast their relationship progressed—while we were in Crossroads, I mean. I didn’t when she told me about the wedding, because what friend does that? But then in Crossroads, we were talking about it, and how her parents don’t like the idea, so I pointed out that there really wasn’t a rush. Even date-wise. With the whole Friday thing, she could probably have the church almost any night of the year!”


  “True…” Ty hesitated before adding, “Well… I thought as much as well, but by the time the wedding takes place, they’ll have known each other for eight months. That’s not crazy short.”


  “When ninety percent of their time together has been him sitting in the restaurant watching her work?”


  Or sitting there watching when she isn’t even there? That is odd…


  “Then,” Brenna continued, “there were all the calls while she was gone—especially at night. It’s like he was checking up on her or something. He’d call back to back sometimes. Nothing freaky, but with a few other things…”


  At that point, Ty couldn’t have shut down the conversation if he’d wanted to. He made a mental note to call his spiritual mentor about it and gestured for them to continue. When Brenna didn’t, Mitchell stepped up.


  He leaned back in the chair—an air of nonchalance and relaxation about him. A ruse if Ty ever saw one. Mitchell’s jaw clenched and his eyes pierced. “Then there was the ring issue. And her hair.”


  That got Brenna going. “Now the hair is just me not liking to see her change something she likes about herself—even for the man she loves.”


  “Hair?” Lara had the most natural, beautiful, pale, honey blonde he’d ever seen, and Ty didn’t even like blonde hair. Usually.


  “She made four appointments to slowly darken her hair to almost an amber because Preston prefers that.”


  That was a red flag—maybe. “Did he ask or manipulate her to, that you know?”


  “I think it was her decision, but I know he’s mentioned it a few times.”


  Probably unconcerning, but I’ll put it down as something to discuss in our sessions.


  “And then there was the ring… That really bothered me.”


  “It’s kind of big.”


  “Ridiculous, right? I mean, anyone knows you don’t give a ring like that to someone in food service. High end and managerial or not, you just don’t. And then when she lost it—”


  The jubilation he felt at those words would definitely need to be explored later. Alone. “Lost it?”


  “In the salad, no less.”


  “Let me guess, someone took that for a healthy King Cake and cried jackpot?”


  The joke lowered tension levels again. Brenna jumped up and brought in brownies as if it had been a hint. “Just remembered them. But no,” she added as she sliced up large hunks of ooey-gooey goodness. “I think they found it before anything was served, even. Lara put it on a chain to protect it and the food. Preston was not happy. It made her jittery.”


  That didn’t sound like Lara at all. “Jittery? Is that what she said?”


  “No, I saw it today. She had it around her neck, and when she went to leave from church, she had this panic moment when she realized she’d forgotten to put it back on after doing her makeup. She said that Preston would freak out on her again.”


  That didn’t sound healthy at all, but it could have been caused by a dozen other things that made it just look off. Between bites of brownie that gave him time to think and consider, Ty began thinking aloud. “Okay, so if it were any other guy, I’d just say that he probably spent more than he could afford on it—or that he was making payments and losing it would be bad… really bad. But Preston St. James shouldn’t need to make payments on anything.”


  “That’s what I said.” Mitchell gave Brenna a reassuring hand squeeze before adding, “Look, Brenna doesn’t like to make assumptions that aren’t fair, but this is the rest of someone’s life. If this is an issue, it needs to be addressed now. You were the compromise between butting in and saying nothing. All we’re asking is that if you see red flags of your own, you remember that we are concerned, too.”


  Ty turned to Brenna. “One question for you.”


  The look in her eyes told him she suspected what it would be. “I don’t know.”


  “You don’t know what?” he asked.


  “If I can be a part of the wedding if more stuff like this happens.”


  It wasn’t precisely his question, but close enough, and it told him what he needed to know. “I’ll pray about it. That’s all I’m promising. If it’s not enough for your conscience, then you need to talk to her.”


  On his way home, Ty decided maybe a quick Google search on Preston St. James wouldn’t hurt. As he neared the toy shop, Lauren stepped out and waved. “The new game is awesome. Mr. Ellis helped design it. People will be coming to Spillikins from everywhere now!”


  “I’ll have to get one, and we can have a game night. You pick the date.”


  “Deal!” She cocked her head in that infuriating way she had and said, “You don’t like what they said about Pressie, do you?”


  “I—”


  “Yeah. I don’t either. She needs a guy who is happy with her being who she is, instead of who he wants her to be.” Lauren stepped closer and lowered her voice. “You wouldn’t expect a girl to be something different… would you?”


  All blood drained from his head. You would not go and get a crush on me, Lauren. You’re too practical for that. Ty gazed into frank, clear, expectant eyes. Would you?
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  She’d taken three bites of the best curry she’d ever had when a woman Lara hadn’t seen before entered the dining room and whispered something to Miss Stella. Everything at the table shifted.


  Miss Stella rose and excused herself. Preston fidgeted for a moment and followed. Uncertain how to respond, Lara gave Mr. St. James a questioning glance. He didn’t respond. It would take a direct approach.


  “Is everything okay?”


  “It will be. My wife’s mother can become agitated if things aren’t just right. Preston is her favorite, so he is a comfort as well.”


  Finally, someone other than Preston mentioned his elusive grandmother. “I haven’t met her yet. Preston says she doesn’t leave home except for church and rare family events.”


  “That’s true. She’s growing a little peculiar as she ages—nothing too concerning, but he’s a comfort to her.” The man she’d someday call dad—what an odd thought for someone so formal—nodded at her ring finger. “I see you’ve taken off that thing.”


  So that’s why Preston has been so silent and distant. I forgot again. Lara pulled it from within her shirt and slipped the ring off the chain. “I had to start wearing it around my neck at work. I forgot. Again.”


  “Preston shouldn’t have given someone in the food service industry such an impractical ring.” She couldn’t be certain, but Lara thought she heard him say, “Or any ring at all.”


  Perhaps it was time to address the invisible elephant. “Do you disapprove of me, Mr. St. James?”


  “Not at all.” He sounded surprised, but his facial features looked as grim as ever. “My son knows how I feel about ostentatious displays.”


  “So, it’s the ring you object to? You would have preferred something smaller?”


  Preston appeared with a matching grim look on his face. “My father would prefer I honor our church’s traditions and not have engagement jewelry of any kind. We’ve only worn wedding bands for the past thirty years or so.”


  That wasn’t something she’d ever heard of. “Is there a reason for it?” Her fingers played with her right earring almost of their own volition. “Are my earrings offensive?”


  While Preston sat there stone-rigid, Mr. St. James softened. “No, Lara. They aren’t offensive. We just choose not to wear ornaments in obedience to I Peter chapter three.” As if he knew she didn’t know what Scripture reference that was, he quoted it and said, “It’s an outward expression of our heart to exalt Jesus and draw attention to Him rather than ourselves.”


  “What a beautiful idea! I love that. I’ll have to study that more.”


  Miss Stella arrived just in time to hear Mr. St. James’ response. “Preston, I don’t think you could have brought a lovelier woman into our family—inside and out. And she doesn’t need a rock the size of Gibraltar to show it.”


  “I know your opinion. I don’t share it. The ring stays.”


  “Mother is well. Just a little misunderstanding.”


  Lara sat up, fork in hand, and ready to stab another bite of curry. “Perhaps she’ll be well enough for a short visit after dinner? I’d love to meet her.”


  “Not today,” Preston said, almost before she’d finished speaking. “Not after an upset like that.”


  “We couldn’t have that, could we?” Mr. St. James muttered.


  An awkward silence filled the dining room—one where the three St. Jameses shouted unspoken words at each other, and Lara listened, confused. Alone. In a room with her new family.


  I shouldn’t just want to go home, but I do. Alone.


  Miss Stella’s voice broke through her thoughts. “—join us for our special Easter service?”


  A sinking feeling began in her gut and traveled down to her toes. “I’m so sorry, but I have to work on Saturdays. They’re big days for the restaurant. I don’t want to be disrespectful, but it’s what I do.”


  “Mother is speaking of our Sunday morning service. It’s the only one of the year on Sunday—a musical service with the church orchestra and beautiful music.” Preston beamed at her as if the decision had been made. “You’ll love it.”


  “I—”


  “Don’t put her on the spot. If Lara can join us, she will. If not, we’ll understand.” Mr. St. James gave her a reassuring smile before adding, “I don’t mean this to be unkind, Lara, but Preston needs to recall that he chose a bride who doesn’t share all tenets of our faith. That means sometimes she won’t be able to join us in our church celebrations.”


  Though he spoke to her, Lara felt the rebuke strike Preston. Before an argument broke out, if it even would, she gave them all a promise. “I’ll pray about that. Easter services with my church has always been very special to me, but I have a new family to think about, too…”


  The St. Jameses beamed at her—first the parents, and finally, when he heard her mention prayerful consideration of the invitation, Preston.


  Why does that make me feel worse rather than better?
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  The clock inched past the big 4:00 and Lara gripped the steering wheel harder as if somehow it would push the car faster and farther without increasing the speedometer. Fifteen miles out. At five, the clock read 4:20. “Stupid, winding roads.”


  Once she shot down the alleyway to her parking unit, Lara relaxed a little. She jerked the parking break into position and grabbed her trusty denim purse. A blip, blip later, and she bolted for the stairs. One of the busboys carried a bag of trash to the dumpsters. “Tell them I’ll be right in. I got hung up with an accident.” At the look of horror on the kid’s face, she added, “Not mine!”


  He called out something else, but Lara shot up the stairs and nearly knocked over Preston at the top. “Hey! What’re you doing here?”


  “Had time before prayer meeting, so I thought I’d come see you for a few minutes.” His kiss lingered until Lara almost forgot how late she was. “You look fabulous, by the way.”


  It wasn’t the first time he’d complimented her in the ballet pink sweater, and it likely wouldn’t be the last. Preston St. James knew what he liked. As his eyes traveled to the strap over her shoulder, the complimentary look in his eyes shifted to confusion and then… was it anger?


  “Where’s your new purse?”


  Lara unlocked the door as she said, “Oh, it’s inside. I used this one today.”


  “What’s wrong with your new one?”


  That stopped her just inside the door. “Um… nothing. I just wanted to use this one. It’s my favorite.”


  “I buy you a beautiful purse, exactly what you need, and it would have matched your sweater almost perfectly, and you decided to toss it aside for an old, fraying, ratty—”


  Lara strode past him, dumped her purse on the couch, and whirled to face him. “Um… okay. Clarify something for me. You gave me a purse, so I have to carry it everywhere I go from now on simply because you picked it out for me? Tell me you’re not saying that.”


  He at least had the decency to look chagrined—for half a second. “I don’t understand why you wouldn’t want to use a beautiful new one instead of a worn out one. It’s like my gift means nothing to you. You won’t even use it.”


  There, she lost it. “Wait. I used it on Sunday when we went to your parents’ house for dinner. I used it yesterday. And today, when I had errands to run in dirty places that might ruin the purse that is obviously more important to you than I am, I chose to carry my favorite purse that I can just toss in the washing machine. You don’t think that’s enough?”


  “The purse isn’t precious, Lara. It can be cleaned.”


  “It’s precious in another way, obviously. It’s more important than I am at this point.”


  He stepped closer, but his eyes were still fixed on her old purse. When he reached her, he pulled her close and cupped her face in his hands. “After the ring thing, you can’t blame me for being concerned when you seem to reject my gifts.”


  “Reject?” Lara couldn’t help herself. She laughed. “Reject? I wear your ring every day—if not on my finger, around my neck. I carried your purse wherever we went together to show my appreciation, but that’s not good enough. Should I have them surgically attached to me?”


  The alarms on her phone went nuts at that moment. Lara silenced them and bolted for her bedroom. “I have to get dressed. Just go, Preston. Seriously, I don’t want to talk to you right now. I’m mad.”


  “We should discuss—”


  Lara paused in her doorway, ready to slam it shut the moment she finished speaking. “Go. Home. We’ll talk later. Some of us have to work for a living.”


  The slam that followed couldn’t have been more cathartic if she’d special ordered it with gold plating.


  At nine-thirty, a text message arrived. We still need to talk. Tomorrow after you are through with work?


  Lara sighed and typed back. Sure. But before she could send it, she recalled Friday’s counseling session and deleted it. Instead, she sent, Tomorrow won’t work for me. Busy. Let’s talk Friday afternoon after counseling. Facetime if you can’t stay. The slightest hesitation delayed her next words. I love you.


  Her heart sighed, and relief filled her as his next text filled the screen of her phone. I love you, too. More than you know.
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  With Lauren curled up in a chair in the corner of Lara’s living room, Brenna and Lara worked on manicures—one color after the next. “I think…” Lara wiggled her left hand. “Well, let me see your right hand again.”


  Brenna stuck out her hand. “With the dress color you chose, I’d go with this one.”


  From the corner, Lauren piped up. “It matches your new purse, too.”


  That’s all it took. “I think it’s too bland for me, but maybe the bridesmaids. It’ll look great with your yellow dresses.”


  “What’ll you wear?”


  The memory of Preston’s latest compliment prompted a snapped, “I should wear nothing.” Lauren’s titter made her add, “On my fingernails…” She dropped her voice and said, “I found online that some people in Preston’s church don’t even wear makeup. Others just wear natural-looking stuff.”


  “That’s true of most churches, though, isn’t it?” Brenna splayed her fingers and reached for a rose-pink. “Everyone has different ways of living their convictions.”


  “True…” With a glance Lauren’s way, Lara leaned closer. “Got a question for you.” At Brenna’s answering look, she said, “So, that purse he got me.”


  “Yeah…?”


  “We had a fight about it.”


  “Why? It’s gorgeous.”


  It took every ounce of self-restraint not to blurt out, “You can have it.” Instead, she said, “I took it to the family dinner on Sunday. I even took it when we went looking at wedding bands on Tuesday. But last night when I got home, I was late getting in—that bad accident just off the loop? Well, he saw me with my old denim one and flipped out.”


  “Why?”


  “He felt all disrespected because I wasn’t using his gift—brought up the ring again and everything.”


  A glob of nail polish landed on Brenna’s knee. They scrambled to get it out before it set, and as they did, Brenna talked through her thoughts. “Okay, so to me, this is like he doesn’t like your purse, so he buys you one to replace it.”


  “That’s about right. But shouldn’t I be able to carry what I like—especially when I’m not even with him?”


  A cough from the corner hinted that Lauren was listening, but Brenna spoke before Lara could decide what to do about that. “This is his preference. It shouldn’t affect you at all. It’s not like you’re wearing skirts up to here and shirts cut down to there or anything.”


  “Right?”


  The sight of Brenna standing at her kitchen sink in just her pajama top and undies, scrubbing nail polish from her bottoms, struck a silly bone in Lara’s side, but her giggles ceased when Brenna added, “If you weren’t willing to use it ever, I might understand why he’s upset. But there’s just no call to pitch a fit because you didn’t use it one day.”


  Another cough prompted Lara to whisper, “What’s with Lauren?”


  “Other than she doesn’t like Preston?” Brenna shrugged. “Look, the ring… this purse… the way he called you at all hours while you were gone… It’s concerning.”


  Brenna might have said more, but Lauren hopped up. “I’m going to go get you some dry bottoms.” To Lara, she added, “Aunt (gimme) Mercy says that guys treat you the best they ever will before they say, ‘I do.’” With that, the girl disappeared out the door.


  “I think I’ll talk to Ty about it,” Lara decided. “Get a guy’s perspective. I wouldn’t want to overreact.”


  And that, Miss Lauren Kinsey, was a definite overreaction. If before marriage is the best I have to hope for, I’ll stay single forever.
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  Eleven-thirty. Ty had half an hour to go grab something for lunch and bring it back—plenty of time before Lara arrived for counseling. He just didn’t have time to eat it, too. A grumble from his gut hinted he wouldn’t make it through the session without embarrassing himself.


  Without anything else he could do, Ty grabbed his jacket and hurried out the door. He sent a text to Lara asking if she wanted anything while he was at the Jumping Pig. I heard they have great pastrami right now.


  Her reply came just as he pulled open the door to his favorite pub. Definitely. I’ll bring cheesecake. Lauren’s been baking again. This has those Dove truffle eggs inside. If I could have dairy at the wedding, I’d totally pay her to make this instead of a traditional cake. It’s that good.


  Chatty today. Good. We’ll make progress. He zipped back, Anything for Preston?


  Only a one-word answer followed. No.


  They met at the walkway to the chapel, and Lara nearly pounced on his bag of food. “That smells amazing! I didn’t know how hungry I was!”


  He’d never noticed her perfume before, but it teased his senses with just enough presence to make him wonder at it. When she stared at him, waiting for him to say something, he turned and bolted from the room. “I’ll grab plates and glasses from the kitchen. Be right back.”


  Lara stood there, sandwiches in hand, waiting with a comical impatience that made him laugh. “Hey, I’m starving, and you promised food!”


  Before he sat down with his sandwich, Ty grabbed her hand and offered a quick thanks for the food and a request that Preston would arrive safely. When he stepped back, unshed tears filled Lara’s eyes. “I…”


  “What’s wrong, Lara?”


  “He couldn’t come again. Something with his grandma came up.”


  That doesn’t signify a problem in itself, but twice in a row doesn’t bode well for making this marriage a priority.


  However, before he could find a way to broach that subject without seeming to attack, Lara began talking. “So, while we eat, can I get your perspective on a problem we have?”


  “You and Preston?”


  She nodded, and without waiting for any kind of response, launched into a story, in great detail, of how she’d lost her ring and decided to wear it around her neck at work. Ty’s pointed look at her ring-less hand prompted a blush. “I was afraid we might go late enough that I might forget, so I decided to put it on the chain before I came.”


  The story continued—a gift bag, a purse she didn’t like, and an overreaction, as far as he was concerned, when she used a different one. “I talked to Brenna, and she didn’t think I was nuts, but I decided that maybe I needed a male perspective.”


  “Mine.”


  She nodded, her mouth full of pastrami on a rye hoagie roll. She washed it back and added, “Look, I want to know if I should just apologize and use the stupid purse, or if it’s okay that I’m bothered by his reaction.” She dropped her hands to her lap, and a few of the homemade chips that he’d gotten to go with their sandwiches flew off the plate. “I just can’t get it out of my head. It really bugs me.”


  With one last, longing look at a sandwich he knew he’d not touch again until after the session, Ty wiped his hands and mouth and leaned forward, his eyes never leaving her face. “Look, the ring I get. I’m not saying you’re being unreasonable about it, but on that one, neither is he. I’d struggle, too. He went somewhere, looked at every ring they had, and found the one he wanted to give you as a symbol of his love for you. And you hide it under your shirt.”


  “Oh,” Lara pulled out the chain and stared at the ring. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I was just trying to protect it and be responsible.”


  “I get that. And like I said, you aren’t being unreasonable,” Ty explained, “But from a guy’s perspective, I can’t help but admit that I would wonder if my girl liked it—even when I knew better.”


  She picked up the chips from the floor and, distracted as she was, almost popped them in her mouth. Ty took them from her and pointed to her plate. “How about those, instead?”


  That prompted a smile that faded almost as quickly. “So, use the purse… Fine.”


  Ty shook his head. “Actually, no. I think that’s over the top. No. Not the same thing at all. The ring symbolizes your relationship. That purse should just be a sign he was thinking of you and wanted to please you.”


  Lara rolled up her empty sandwich wrapper a moment later and dumped it in his wastepaper basket. “So… porn.”


  Never had Ty been so glad that a perfectly good sandwich was getting cold instead of sticking in his craw. “Porn?”


  “It’s not a problem for him. And actually,” Lara’s eyes took on a dreamy quality. “It’s actually kind of sweet. He thought I was being ridiculous to be convicted about my romances until he realized I was serious. Then he backed me up.”


  “Well, this week we were going to talk about the spiritual dimension of your relationship now, and where you want to see it grow later. I assume that, for you and Preston, that’ll include deciding about your faith differences?”


  She pulled two containers and two forks from a denim purse and passed one of each to him. “Might as well get some dessert in you. This is going to be a long day. Let’s talk Easter.”
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  At the sight of a couple entering the restaurant, Lara dashed for the kitchen. They will not get a free meal tonight—not if it kills all of us. On principle.


  Jerks might be par for the course in the restaurant business, but repeat offenders ruined everyone’s work night. As she started to push open the kitchen door, Juli-the-hostess’s voice reached her. “Mr. Controlling will probably be here early tonight. Who wants to volunteer to douse him with water?”


  “Lara would probably hear it if we did, but I wish we could.” She couldn’t tell who said that, but he continued with, “How does she put up with his guarding her like a prisoner in her own restaurant? I’d flip.”


  Is he controlling?


  Before she could think about it, Juli turned to hurry out front. Lara burst through the door. “The Marsdens are here. We’re going to charge them this time—if it kills all of us. Let’s make this a game, people. We can let them get us down, or we can make it an Olympic event—trounce the tricksters.”


  Juli dashed for the door. “I’m going to put them with the best lighting, and near my station, so I can watch and listen.”


  “Great. Go!” Lara faced the rest. “Ask before they accept anything if it is to their liking. If they accept everything, that goes a long way to prove they are being deliberately difficult.”


  Carlo scowled at her in a rather uncanny imitation of Preston. “Shall we hand leaf each piece of lettuce onto their salad plates?”


  She’d nearly said, “Of course, not!” when a slow smile formed. “Greg! I want you to be their server. That’s officially your section tonight. Do just that with the salad. Every. Single. Item put before them. Lift the layers of their lasagna—whatever it takes. We’ll show them that we’re done with the game.”


  Only when she saw Preston observing as Juli asked if the menus were to the guests’ satisfaction did Lara question her judgment. He will not understand. And if I tell him, he’ll get into the middle of something that isn’t his business.


  The critical look on Mr. Marsden’s face reinforced the plan. Preston can just wonder. Too bad Ty’s not here. He’d get it.


  She didn’t have time to think about that. There were glasses to polish, ice cubes to inspect, and plastic-wrapped straws to wipe down. Glad we keep those for our OCD customers… I won’t give those free-loading, mooching, gorge-runners the satisfaction. Not today!


  Greg had made it through the glass inspection when Lara realized that it wouldn’t work. The Marsdens were getting irritated, and soon they’d take it all out on him. So, she took over with their water glasses and stepped up to the table. “You requested water? Are these to your satisfaction? I personally inspected each ice cube and glass before filling them myself.”


  “What is this? We come in for a nice, quiet meal, and everyone is fussing over every little thing so we can’t even have a simple conversation!”


  Oh, so that’s how you want to play it? I can work with that. Lara ignored the question altogether. After all, the restaurant did not have a comp policy for ambiance. “Will you be wanting soup or salad this evening?” To herself, Lara added, Please say salad, please say salad…


  Mrs. Marsden blurted out, “Salad, of course. I always get it, and sometimes it even comes without any unwanted ingredients.”


  Aaand… you just set me up. Thank you.


  Mr. Marsden agreed. “Caesar dressing on the side, though. You always overload it with the stuff.”


  And you always request more dressing, no matter how much we bring you or put on it ourselves.


  Lara returned immediately with plates, a bowl of salad, tongs, and mini pitcher of dressing—one she’d be forced to refill at least once. “All right then, ladies first…”


  By the third leaf, the woman protested. “Are you going to hand pick every piece of spinach and lettuce?”


  “Of course! We only want you to have the best food and service possible.” She laid another… and another onto the plate.


  Mrs. Marsden reached for the tongs. “I’ll do it myself.”


  Lara held them out of her reach. “I’m sorry. I cannot allow that. A piece that isn’t quite up to standard might be hidden somewhere. We must be sure not a piece you don’t wish to have ends up on your plate.”


  By that point, even in the dim lighting, Lara could see the red creeping up Mr. Marsden’s face. It took another full minute to put each individual cucumber triangle, each carrot shaving, each dried cranberry on the plate. When Lara moved to do his, he murmured, “This isn’t necessary.”


  She caught his gaze and held it. “I assure you it is.”


  Though he didn’t say another word, she heard his reply loud and clear. “Point taken.”


  Though tempted to be less vigilant after that, Lara kept it up. Steak temperature and color, chicken Marsala plate carefully picked through and approved. By the time dessert came, something the couple always ate and never paid for, the couple was suddenly stuffed.


  “Couldn’t eat another bite. Superb meal, Ms. Priest.” Mr. Marsden fumbled between cards as he spoke. He slipped it into the check wallet and took a gulp of his water. Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead.


  Lara’s heart sank. She had options, of course. Several. She also had a job to do.


  Their credit card machine blipped the expected words. Declined. Lara hesitated. They’d made their point, but taking a declined card back for another one would only humiliate people. That wasn’t something Lara cared to do.


  She pulled out several comp meal cards, signed the back of each, and slipped all but two in the check wallet. With the receipt signed, PAID, Lara carried it all back to their table, wished them a pleasant rest of their evening, and went to sit with Preston.


  He rose as she approached, but Lara didn’t wait to receive a kiss. She sat and allowed him to take her hand instead. “So glad you’re here.”


  “What was up with that table? You were a positive slave to them.”


  “They’re difficult customers. I made my point. They’ll eat free like they always do, but from now on it’ll be honestly.”


  He stared at her. “What does that mean?”


  So she told him—how every visit included their best meals, every bite eaten, and never satisfactory. “This time, we wanted to show them that they couldn’t cheat us out of good food. But now I know why.”


  “Why? Why would anyone do that?”


  “When you can’t afford to pay the bill.”


  His indignation flared. “If you can’t afford to pay the bill, you shouldn’t go out to eat.”


  Lara nodded. “I agree… but watching them…” She lowered her voice. “Look…” The couple sat staring at the cards. Mrs. Marsden wiped away tears. “I think… I’m probably making assumptions, but I actually think they come here to get them through when they’ve run out of food and their payday—whatever that is—hasn’t arrived yet.”


  Mr. Marsden came to her table and held out his hand. “Thank you.”


  She met his gaze—held it. “Anytime.” In a lowered tone, she added, “Every time.”


  For a brief moment, before he could turn away, she saw his eyes glisten. “Thank you. We won’t take advantage of it.”


  That’s when she knew. Lara waited until they reached the door before turning to Preston with a smile. “I was right. So glad I made that call. I’m going to check dates on those comp meals. I bet they’re always around the same dates.”


  Instead of the irritation she had begun to expect, Preston rested his arms on the chair, hands clasped before him, and nodded. “Just one more of the million little reasons I love you.”


  He couldn’t have said anything she needed to hear more than that. A silent message shot by a passing runner told her she needed to get to the kitchen. “I’ll be back when I can.”


  She’d only taken a step, maybe two, when he said, “Monica, would you bring me one of those salads when you have a moment? I didn’t have time to eat tonight.”


  Lara glanced around to see who he spoke to, but his gaze was trained on her. She swallowed hard. “Sure. I’ll send someone out with it immediately.”


  “I want a bill, too.”


  “Later. You might need one of Carlo’s black bean and mushroom burgers, too. I’ll tell him to get it marinating.”


  After his nod, she dashed for the kitchen. What she’d assumed was a minor catastrophe turned out to be a curious Carlo. But the whole time she told the story of the Marsdens—leaving out the ticket, of course—all she could think of was, Who’s Monica?
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  New Cheltenham Chapel followed a slightly different calendar for “Holy Week.” Ty and the church’s elders contended that Jesus was crucified on a Thursday, and that left for “Maundy Wednesday” and “Good Thursday” services. His mother arrived at ten o’clock on Wednesday, ready to arrange the flowers, set up washing stations, and prepare the unleavened bread for the Lord’s Supper that evening.


  A silver chalice, to represent the money Judas received, would hold the juice. Beneath that, a swath of purple-red cloth to signify the robe He wore. One by one, they laid out the remembrances from those last days of Jesus. The towels, the pitchers, the thorny centerpiece they would weave into a crown for “Good Thursday’s” service.


  Mama took the time to check everything over once before pronouncing it done. “I’ll make the bread.”


  The door opened, and Lara wrestled in a few boxes. Ty dashed to help. “Wha—?”


  “Wayne made test sprays for the windows. He thought this week would be good because then you could use them for church.” She grinned at him. “They’re so gorgeous! I can’t wait to see my bouquet after this!”


  He took the boxes from her and gestured for her to lead the way. “Mama, you might want to stay and give your opinion on where we put these after she tests them out.”


  That’s all it took. The women converged on the boxes and began arranging the sprays in all the places they could possibly fit them, starting with the windowsills. Ty’s opinion didn’t matter. They agreed—the flowers and silvery-greenery would be perfect.


  Then, after all that, Lara beamed at him and then his mother. “I knew Ty would understand. Preston said not to bother with testing, but I think Wayne needs to know that they just can’t be any wider. People might brush against them and knock them off, then.”


  As she snapped pictures, Mama tried a dozen ways to arrange them on the long, narrow altar. “If we could only have one more…” She called out to Lara. “Do you think your flower man would make me another one? What would it cost me?”


  Lara came to stand beside him and look at the effect for herself. “You’re right. It does need another one.”


  She snapped a picture and sent it to Wayne with the words, Got more roses? Desperate.


  After sharing with Ty, as if he hadn’t read over her shoulder, she zipped it off and wrote another text message—this one to Preston. Flowers all decided and ordered. Aren’t they gorgeous in the windows?


  Something in the words—and he’d figure out what later—unsettled Ty. Just as she turned to reply to Wayne, he realized it had nothing to do with the words. Another decision about the wedding had been finalized, and he didn’t like it. I’d better make this week’s counseling about coming to a unity of faith. Their differences must be bothering me more than I thought.


  Once Mama had left for the kitchen, Lara turned to him and said, “Oh, I’ll be here Sunday. I got the assistant manager to take over for a couple of hours on Friday night and Saturday morning. I’m going to church with Preston for those, but I need to be with my church family for Resurrection Sunday.”


  “How did he like the compromise?”


  Her phone buzzed. As she dug it out of her purse, Lara gave him a bright smile. “Great. I think he just needed to know that I wasn’t avoiding even seeing what his church is like. I think he’s got this idea that I think it’s some weird thing like a super-secret Masonic rite or something.”


  Ty would have laughed, but just then she read her phone screen, and her face fell. “What is it?”


  “Preston hates the flowers.” A tear ran down her cheek, but she brushed it aside. “He wants lilies. He thinks they’ll look better with yellow dresses.” Another tear. Again, Lara brushed it away. “He’s probably right.”


  She gave his arm a squeeze that he couldn’t decipher. “I’ll see you tonight.”


  And out the door she strode. Only when he’d stared at the emptiness she left did Ty understand that squeeze. It was for herself. She needed reassurance. I didn’t give it to her, so…
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  One small advantage to the low attendance on midweek services was how easy it was to ensure the foot-washing service didn’t drag on for hours. Ty called the men and women forward and split them—women on the left, men on the right. Just like at a wedding. Hadn’t thought of that before. Yet, the Lord is still our Bridegroom, and it only makes sense.


  Ty joined the men, kneeling before one of his toughest elders. Through the sound system, the gentle, plaintive notes of “Make Me Like You” reminded each person there that, as Jesus served, they should serve one another. They washed, and as Ty did, he prayed. Lord, humble me as You humbled Yourself. Teach me to see this man through the love You have for him. Wipe pride, arrogance, and bitterness from my heart as I wipe the water from his feet. And above all, as the song says, please make me more like You every day.


  Washing a brother’s feet was always the easiest part for him. Sitting, waiting, watching as that same elder swapped places and instead of moving down one as was the custom, knelt before him and began to wash—that proved the most humbling moment of all. Tears slid down Ty’s face. As he wiped them away, the sight of Lara washing Mama’s feet with gentleness and tenderness, a smile on her face as she gazed up into Mama’s eyes only added to the emotional overwhelm.


  His heart jumped into his throat and lodged there. Ty tore his gaze away and fixed it on Elder Park’s rigid features. Why are you so hard and cold? Can’t you see—?


  The thought never finished. At that moment, Elder Park met his gaze, and an unexpected tear fell. Just one. It splashed onto Ty’s foot, and the man dried it with the towel.


  Ty rose and held out a hand to help his elder to stand. Elder Park wasn’t a demonstrative man, but Ty pulled him into a firm hug and whispered, “I love you, brother. Forgive me—for everything.”
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  A call came in at eleven. Ty glanced at his phone, ready to let it go to voice mail, when he saw Lara’s face in the contact bubble. “Hey!” To himself, he added, Please don’t cancel. Time is going by too quickly to postpone these things.


  “The Jumping Pig is having a fish fry today—fish and chips super cheap and yummy. I was going to get me some before I come, and then I thought maybe you’d want some?”


  “Sure! I’ve got some ginger ale left over from the ladies’ Bunco night.”


  Silence preceded an outburst of laughter. “Sorry… but it sounded like you were part of ladies’ Bunco night—as in a night—never mind.”


  “Are you calling my masculinity into question?”


  “You said it, Ty—not me.” Lara’s giggle followed that. He could see the way her nose wrinkled, her eyes twinkled—as clearly as if she stood before him.


  I bet Preston loves to make you laugh like that.


  “Ty?”


  He swallowed down disappointment that appeared out of nowhere. “Yeah?”


  “Fish? Chips?”


  “Oh, sure. Thanks. I have ginger—wait. Didn’t we do this already?”


  This time, the silence hinted of something else. Embarrassment, perhaps? Irritation? I hope not. I don’t think I’d like her irritated at me.


  “See you in a few.”


  The call disconnected before Ty could reply. His thumb scrolled through his contacts, but Ty wasn’t confident he could bring himself to make the call. Still, it hovered over a number… a face. Before he could talk himself out of it, he tapped the screen.


  A voice came through after the first ring. “Ty?”


  “Mama…?”


  That’s all it took. “Praying, son.”


  She would, too. She’d taken that movie, The War Room seriously and to whole new levels. His old bedroom at home was papered in brightly-colored sticky notes—ceiling to floor on all walls including the sliding closet doors. On each note, a prayer request—for Aunt Ruby, the teen boys down the street, the gang members who treated her with respect but still needed Jesus. From the president to the CEOs who ran abortion clinics that made millions, his mama prayed for every one of them.


  Every day.


  “Wish I could tell you what to pray for. I don’t know yet. I just don’t know.”


  She began praying right then—first praising the Lord for His everlasting goodness in their lives and then specifically for Ty himself. She asked for wisdom, comfort, to know where in the Word he should dig first. Twenty minutes passed before she finally wound down.


  “Lord, for my boy’s heart, I ask that You cleanse it anew and fill it with love that overflows into every heart he meets. I pray that You bring the right girl into his life—one who loves You more than anything and who will delight in him as a person. Glory, glory, glory to You. Amen.”


  Several minutes passed after the call disconnected, minutes in which Ty prayed, asking the Lord to confirm everything his mother had said. Minutes in which Ty asked the Lord why he could only see Lara’s face. When he raised his head and he still saw Lara before him, he almost pleaded aloud for understanding, but one thing stopped him.


  The scent of fish and chips snapped him out of his trance. He saw Lara because Lara had arrived. “Hi.”


  “Didn’t want to interrupt your praying. Everything okay, or…” She snapped her mouth shut.


  “Or what?”


  An impish look took over her features. “Part of your job description or impromptu petitions on behalf of your… parishioners?” Lara winced. “Failed alliteration is the worst.”


  “No,” He reached for the fish bag. “Cold fish is the worst.”


  Lara snatched it back. “No ginger ale. No fish.” She gazed at a nonexistent wristwatch. “The clock is ticking.”


  The moment he stepped back in the room with a cold ginger ale in each hand, Lara squealed and shoved her phone in her purse. “I just got off the phone with the caterer. He came up with the most amazing vegan menu that also incorporates fish and egg dishes for the carnivores.”


  Vegan wedding food. Amazing. Those words do not blend well in my mind. Where’s the beef?


  “So now we’ve got nice food choices for the vegans—including an amazing portobello steak that tastes like prime rib! I had a version of it at Preston’s house one night, and it was better than a lot of real steaks I’ve had. These are supposed to taste better than most prime rib. So, I’m going for it. Oh, and we’re having a vegan carrot cake as one of the layers. We’re also having a regular, decadent chocolate cake layer for the rest of us.”


  Ty could have sworn she added, behind a bite of fish, “Not that I’m telling Preston that before I have to.”


  Just the man’s name seemed to put a damper on what had been the beginning of a pleasant afternoon. Lord, why is it that every time I find out more about this guy, I’m less comfortable. He’s a good guy—nice. He loves her. He’s not trying to convince her to move churches against her conscience. He’s willing to study to decide if they can blend somehow. That has to count for something.


  Her phone spat out a few familiar notes, but before Ty could identify it, she snatched it up. “It’s Preston. He’s probably late.” Mid-sentence, she switched her attention to the caller. “Hey, babe. You almost here?”


  It took exactly three seconds for her countenance to fall from pleased to disappointed. “Yes, I under—what?” Lara’s forehead furrowed and her lips grew tight. “How long have you known thi—?” If a frown could become “frownier,” hers did. “Fine. Whatever. I’ll take notes. Bye.”


  The first tear fell before Lara managed to disconnect the call. As if ignoring it would make it go away, she met Ty’s gaze with a determined one of her own and whispered, “Preston’s not coming. He never was. He’s not comfortable being counseled by someone who isn’t his pastor, but he didn’t want to disappoint me. His pastor said he—the pastor, that is—wouldn’t see him anymore unless he told me.”


  Cold fish would have to do. Ty abandoned his lunch and moved to kneel beside Lara’s chair. He gave her a quick hug and prayed for understanding and unity that he didn’t even wish for them anymore. After his “Amen,” he added silently, And please change my attitude. I’m so done with this guy, and I don’t think it’s fair.


  He’d taken a second bite of the still almost-hot fish when Lara’s phone jingled again. This time he recognized the opening strains of “Just the Way You Are” by Bruno Mars. Lara stared at the screen. Ty stared at her.


  With a sharp inhale, she tapped it. “Yes?”


  Several seconds passed where Ty only heard the muffled mumbles from the other side. “What? Seriously?”


  Her face froze for several seconds, her mouth open in an O reminiscent of old movie posters. “Preston, I’ve already ordered my dress!”


  With each second she listened, Lara’s lips thinned just a bit more. “But what if it looks terrible on me? Why didn’t you tell me before I went to Crossroads?”


  Once more, she started to protest, but Preston kept talking. She listened, head shaking, hands shaking, and finally, voice shaking as she snapped in the middle of Preston’s mumbles. “Fine. Just make the appointment and let me know when it is, then.”


  Her thumb tapped the screen. As that same, horrible song that Ty had learned to hate in the space of a day began playing through the phone again, she swiped until the phone went silent. Black. First one tear and then the next fell from her eyes as she tried to look at Ty.


  “I have to cancel my dress order.”


  “I heard. What’s wrong? Is it breaking some dress code for the church or something?”


  She shook her head and stared back down at her hands, twisting the hem of her shirt into knots as she tried to regain control. “There is a St. James family dress. I’m expected to wear it. Period.”


  “But you aren’t a St. James yet.” Thank the Lord and Praise Him all the earth.


  “Apparently it’s been worn at every St. James wedding for the past hundred years. It’s non-negotiable.”


  At the tear that fell there, Ty jumped up to comfort her. Again. A squeeze to his heart wasn’t what he needed—not right then. So, while she fought back tears… and failed, Ty pulled the other chair close and put an arm around her shoulder. Again, I hope this is the right choice, Lord. There’s no way I’m going to let her cry there without comfort. Not happening. Note for me in the future, though. No more marriage counseling without the other party present.


  “Ty! What if I trip on it and rip it? It’s probably half-falling apart. If I breathe wrong, it’ll tear. The lace is probably worth more than my car.”


  “There’s lace?”


  “I don’t know!” Lara jumped up, ranting. “I could drop lipstick on it. I’d better not wear any—or burn a hole in it trying to iron—nope. I need to have it steamed. I could—”


  There, Ty stopped her. “Whoa… if you don’t want to wear the dress, don’t. Unless you love it, stick with your dress. You’re marrying Preston—not a tradition, not a dress.”


  “True… I do love my dress—aside from that awful bow. London’s taking care of that, though. She’s making it perfect. And now I can’t wear it!”


  This time, tears became sobs—sobs he suspected were the release of more stressors than the switch of a dress, the change of caterers, the need for a vegan menu and more than one kind of cake. The memory of Wednesday’s floral issues compounded it all. Not the dress she wants. Not the flowers. Is any of this wedding her preference?


  “Well, at least we’re still having it here. It’s what I’ve wanted since the day I walked in. I was late that day.” She wiped away tears and gave him a weak smile. “You probably don’t remember, but I came in and there you were, just starting your sermon. The light came in just so, the wood gleamed, the windows sent rainbow prisms across the room, and I said to myself, ‘I want to get married here someday.’ Then you smiled at me, and I thought, ‘And I want him to marry me.’”


  An unwelcome thought crept in and settled itself between them. It held one of Ty’s hands and one of Lara’s. Then it turned to Ty and whispered, You want that, too. You want to marry her. You want to marry her.


  That’s when Ty’s heart broke.
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  At ten o’clock, Lara bolted from the restaurant with promises to return in half an hour. “Just do the closing routine. I’ve got to see Brenna for a bit.”


  With that, she raced across the square, never more grateful for “Sabbath” and Preston’s absence than that Friday night, and squeezed through the narrow gate leading into the courtyard behind the stores in the center of Piccadilly Square. Up the stairs to the apartment over The Curio & Garret, Lara stood there, hands on knees, panting for several seconds before she caught her breath enough to rap on the door.


  That’s it. I’m taking up jogging again. Honesty forced her to revise. I’m taking up jogging… now.


  Lauren answered the door and scowled at her. “Did you run here?”


  “Yes.” Truth told it came out more like a gasped, “Yeash.”


  “In heels?”


  This time, Lara could only manage a nod.


  Lauren stepped back and waved her in. “Brenna! She’s here. And you owe me another Miss Silver mystery. It’s definitely an emergency.” To Lara, she added, “Brenna said you probably second-guessed the bridesmaid dresses, but I said it was bigger than that.”


  “If you tell me that horrible woman ruined your dress because you wanted the bow off the butt—”


  “Oooh…” Lauren leaned against the entry wall, arms folded over her chest and one foot pressed against the wall behind her. “She called a woman horrible and used the word butt. This’ll be good.”


  “Lauren, go read your book. You’ll get another one tomorrow, so you might as well finish—”


  “I want—”


  “Go!”


  Lauren went—but not before she flung back enough synonyms to make a thesaurus jealous. “Spoilsport! Killjoy!” She winked at Lara from the hallway entrance. “Malcontent!”


  Brenna growled before calling back, “That’s an A+ in vocabulary, but you still have to shut the door.”


  “Double-crossing, double-dealing, shyster! I only agreed to going to read my book!”


  “You didn’t agree to anything, and those words are weak. No extra points.” Brenna rolled her eyes in a perfect imitation of Lauren’s exaggerations. “Can you believe her? How can I give her more than an A+, anyway?”


  Then, as if there hadn’t been that quick, dramatic comedy act as a prelude to the discussion, Brenna led her to the kitchen, plopped her down, and began making a cup of chamomile tea. “Spill it, Lara.” With a wink, she added, “And I don’t appreciate you having a name so similar to my sister’s. Do you know how often I almost add that ‘N’ to your name?”


  “I hear that all over town these days. Even Ty said something the other day.”


  “You’re not spilling.”


  “You derailed the spill into a different ditch with your diversionary commentary.”


  Brenna eyed her with a look that would have quelled a little sister. “Fine. A+ to you, too. Now, what had you calling weepy just a few hours ago.”


  “I had to cancel my dress.”


  She’d done it without a single tear—before, during, and after the call. But just admitting it aloud sent one tear after another spilling down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I already flipped out on Ty and now…”


  Brenna did what Ty couldn’t. She came around to Lara’s chair, dragged her from it, and pulled her into a hug that said everything Lara needed to hear. You’re going to be okay. I’m sorry. That stinks. Tell me about it.


  So without Brenna saying a word, Lara told the whole story. “He called as I was dressing for work and apologized. He said he didn’t realize I was buying a dress for me in Crossroads. He just had it on his calendar to make sure I’d made an appointment to get the dress altered for me. He didn’t even realize he hadn’t told me about it. He tried to say he had, but I shot that down. He did not.”


  “Of course, he didn’t. You wouldn’t have bought another dress if there was any chance you were going to have to wear this one. So what does it look like?”


  “I find out on Monday. It’s probably gorgeous but…”


  Brenna held her tighter. “But it’s not yours.”


  Lara stepped back when the kettle began whistling. “It’s not mine,” she repeated. “I really loved mine.”


  She waited for it—the words that everyone would probably say when they heard it—the words even Ty had said. But they didn’t come. Instead of, “You don’t have to wear it, you know,” Brenna just set down the teacup and reached for a delicate bowl. “Sugar?”


  I love you. I’m so glad you’re my friend.
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  When sleep refused to come, Ty did the only thing that had ever worked. He climbed from his bed, knelt at the side, and brought folded hands to his forehead. He prayed.


  The prayers, however, missed the somnolence memo and did absolutely nothing to lull him into slumber. If anything, he became more awake, more agitated, and more broken with every word spoken.


  “Fine. I confess it, Lord. I’m in love with another man’s fiancée.”


  How that could be, he didn’t know. Ty then made the mistake of trying to retrace relational steps to discern how he’d gotten off the path of minister and congregant to friend… and finally, to love of his life. Only I could do something so stupid.


  The self-examination, he assumed, would end somewhere after the counseling sessions began. They didn’t. The further back he prodded into his emotional memory bank, the more uncomfortable he became. But I was so excited to do this wedding… how could it be before that?


  Still, his heart and mind settled on the moment a young woman with gorgeous hair, a silly, pointed nose, and an even more pointed chin walked into his church and stood mesmerized at the back. She thought I didn’t remember that day. She was right. I remembered her that day, but I didn’t remember hoping she was single… hoping she was as interesting inside as her entire demeanor seemed to be…


  Despair seldom offers health-giving sleep, so Ty went back to prayer. He prayed until the pain in his knees kept him more awake than his swirling thoughts. At that point, he pulled out his phone.


  If this dress of hers has been in the St. James family for years, then there should be records of it. Maybe the Rockland Chronicle has its archives online.


  Wedding announcements had their own section of the archives. Of course, to access said archives, Ty had to pay a yearly fee of thirty bucks. Fine print told him he had fourteen days to request a refund. If I find nothing, I get to request. Otherwise, I’ll deal.


  St. James. With such a prominent family by the name, he’d imagined it easy to find the dress. Simply look at a bunch of pictures until he’d seen the same one a few times and he’d be done. If only…


  The search brought up thousands of returns. Halfway through the first page, he realized that this was due to the name James. He tried “St. James” and managed to get that number cut into the high hundreds. The search continued.


  Twenty minutes in, he realized he’d found it. Depending on the size or shape of the bride, the dress did take on slight differences, but the dress was beautiful, and Lara would look amazing in it.


  Who do you think you’re kidding? She’d look amazing in anything. I should recuse myself from this wedding. Can preachers do that? Recuse? There’s got to be some way…


  An article from the sixties told about the dress—it had been seventy-five years old then, and the tenth bride was about to wear it. After reading, Ty swiped the screen to the next and saw an engagement announcement for Preston St. James IV and Monica Eddington.


  “The fiancée…” There was a picture, but even enlarging, Ty couldn’t be sure. He jumped up and ran barefooted down the hill from the parsonage to his office. His feet protested as he rubbed them with paper towels while the desktop monitor warmed and the computer booted.


  This time, he went straight to Google and typed in Preston St. James and Monica Eddington. The article popped up—free for anyone who knew how or what to search for. Ty nearly requested a refund right then on principle. Instead, he stared at the large, quarter-page engagement announcement. Preston St. James beamed a plastic, fashion doll smile while his lovely fiancée smiled back at Ty with a pointy nose, an even pointier chin, and eyes that looked like they’d been Photoshopped from Lara’s portrait.


  Aside from the darker hair—amber, he suspected—the woman looked almost identical to Lara Priest. Ty zoomed in a bit more and stared at every bit of the woman’s face.


  No one would deny it. Lara was a dead-ringer for Monica Eddington, and that unfortunate idiom was too literal. A few clicks of the mouse, a few strokes on the keyboard and confirmation appeared on the screen. Monica Eddington was dead—murdered in her apartment just over three years earlier.


  Ty zoomed in the picture one last time, looking for all differences he could find. Lara’s eyes might be slightly wider set—maybe. Her forehead could be higher. Then again, it could be the hairstyle. They weren’t exactly alike. Similar build, both had slender fingers and— Ty froze.


  There, on Monica Eddington’s left ring finger sat Lara’s oversized engagement ring.
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  On a side street, near Boutique Row in Rockland, Lara found the studio where she needed to be for her dress fitting appointment. The unassuming black door had a brass knocker with a small plate below. Please let yourself in. She did.


  A small anteroom held a few comfortable-looking chairs. In one corner, a woman with her hair pulled into the tightest bun imaginable sat behind a small writing table, a sharp, number two pencil tucked behind one ear. Her smile stretched for a full second before dropping from sight. “Do you have an appointment?”


  “Yes… for Lara Priest? I need to—”


  “Yes, Isabel is waiting for you. Go on through.” With a sweep of her hand that befitted a game show hostess, the woman gestured to a pair of French doors at one end of the room. Sheers blocked the view of the interior.


  When Lara stepped through the doorway, her breath caught. Tall plants—almost trees lined the room, and at one end, a curved wall of large glass panes let in delicious light. A small, round dais stood in the center of that light. “Hello?”


  A woman seemed to explode from behind a potted palm of some kind. “Hello! Lara, right? I’m Isabel. Your dress is waiting in the room just there…” The woman’s hand waved in a circle that meant “there” could be anywhere. However, with only one door other than the one she’d used to enter, Lara decided it must be the one.


  “Do I just put it on?”


  “Yes, yes. I’ll be waiting.” Her eyes took in every inch of Lara, and she nodded. “I think the last alterations I did will be almost perfect. It shouldn’t need much at all.”


  That caught her interest. “Oh, you’ve altered it before? When was that?”


  “Three years ago.”


  Understanding gripped her gut as she opened the door and saw the dress hanging there. Three years. So, Preston’s last fiancée. She was expected to wear the dress, too. Ugh.


  Tears threatened to form as she undressed and slipped into the gown. Just as she realized she couldn’t do up the back, Isabel’s voice reached her. “Don’t worry about trying to button it. I’ll do that when I see what we need.”


  Still fighting back tears, Lara stepped from the room. An enormous mirror opposite the changing room door showed the dress in all its romantic beauty—and it was beautiful. “Wow.”


  “Isn’t it amazing? So well preserved, too. We had to replace a few of the organdy roses, but they used silk, and it lasts forever if properly cared for.”


  I wish they’d used… muslin or whatever rots if you look at it. Wool. The moths could have it.


  The buttons closed with little effort on Isabel’s part. One at the top strained, and the woman sighed. “I’ll have to replace this loop. I thought I could get away with not doing it last time, but I should have. It’s literally hanging on by a thread. One of the brides must have been a sweater.”


  For just a moment, Lara pictured a chunky but squishy woman made of cashmere. Then Isabel’s meaning became clear. Oh, a perspirer.


  The dress was just a bit too long—even with dress shoes. Isabel steered her through the room and onto the dais to stare. She called it “observing,” but Lara now thought she knew what a cow felt like at auction.


  “What about heels—one more inch is all it would need…”


  “I’m not risking tripping over something and ripping this dress. The family would never forgive me.”


  A mental image of Miss Stella’s shock, Mr. St. James’s sternness, Preston’s closed-off coldness, and a grandmother who danced a jig for reasons Lara didn’t want to imagine flooded her and produced a shudder. “Nope. I want flats. Maybe ballet slippers—they grip.”


  The woman’s sigh almost changed Lara’s mind, but nearly stepping back on the train reasserted her conviction. “Not. Happening.” To soften those words, she added, “Sorry.”


  “If you’re clumsy like that, it’s best not to ruin an heirloom—especially one with such history. It’s priceless. One of the Fillmore brides wore this dress when she married Herbert St. James back in the twenties.”


  I don’t even want to know how you know this. I guess it would be interesting, and maybe later I’ll care, but right now, the less I know about this dress I want to hate and don’t, the better.


  Miss Stella entered with a soft knock. “How’s it going?”


  Why wasn’t I told you were coming?


  “Oh, look at her! Oh, Lara, you’re so beautiful. It’s just perfect, Isabel. We’ll need higher heels, of course.” To Lara, she added, “You should have brought the shoes you’d wear so we could be sure it’s just right.”


  “I—”


  “She is wearing ballet slippers—to ensure the best protection for the dress. It’s very considerate of her. I’ll remove the length I added last time, and it will be perfect.”


  And you just became an ally. “I had no idea what the dress looked like, Miss Stella. I couldn’t have chosen anything else if I wanted to. It could have looked awful.”


  “Classic pumps look good with everything, but your ballet slipper idea is an excellent one.” Miss Stella turned to Isabel and asked, “What other alterations will be required?”


  “Just a new button loop. The top one has frayed to almost nothing. She and Miss Ed—”


  “Excellent!” Miss Stella held out a hand to help Lara down from the small dais. “Let’s get you out of that, and we’ll go have tea.”


  She should have protested—argued. Tea was the last thing she wanted. Later, as they sat at the little table in the tearoom and Miss Stella strongly hinted that salmon and chocolate cake weren’t really necessary to a lovely wedding reception, she kicked herself—figuratively and literally.
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  Lauren burst through his office door, informed him that Lara was crying in the chapel, and dashed away again. That girl…


  Still, he rushed out the door in time to see Lauren disappear down Church Street. Hands stuffed in his pockets, Ty shuffled with steps that would have earned him a scolding from his mother. He could hear her as if she shouted in his ear with each step. Pick up your feet. Walk with purpose. You’re a son of the King! Princes don’t slouch, and they don’t shuffle.


  Monday’s rainstorm had scrubbed every bit of New Cheltenham. The last traces of snow that had lingered in dark, shaded corners—gone. Tuesday’s sun had dried out all but the deepest puddles and the lowest places. In the wake of the year’s late Resurrection Remembrance, the world looked fresh, clean, and new—like a soul after Jesus did His life-giving cleansing.


  All that beauty disappeared the moment he entered the side door of the chapel and saw Lara kneeling before one of the windowsills, a lily spray where she’d placed rose sprays just the week before. Crying. Lauren hadn’t exaggerated. With hands over her face, her shoulders shook, and occasional sniffs and gasps told him she was a few seconds from sobs.


  Call it a man-failing, but Ty didn’t do sobs—not if he could help it. He knelt beside her, one arm around her shoulder, and pleaded for pastoral thoughts before he prayed. “Lord, we ask for wisdom and comfort…” No other words would come. Everything he could think of to pray would only be a lie.


  After the longest pause, he whispered an amen and moved back to the pew—the distance almost an order, but whether from his heart or the Lord, Ty didn’t know. He suspected both.


  Lara rocked back and sat cross-legged, still staring. “I hate them.”


  “You can say no, you know. You don’t have to have lilies just because they’re a practical color.”


  Her silence could have meant anything from just not having thought of that yet to furious that he would even suggest it. Ty waited. Lara sat—almost eerily still. Waiting. Just when he would have asked if she was all right, Lara whispered, “That’s just it. I can’t. Every time I have something I really want with this wedding, it’s gone. First the food, then the flowers, then the dress—almost my shoes. Now his mom doesn’t want the chocolate cake or the salmon. So, I have to have lilies.”


  Tears streamed down her cheeks as she looked up at him. “I hate lilies now. I feel like I’m being strangled by traditions and things I don’t even understand. Can’t I have just one thing in my own wedding that I chose?”


  He shouldn’t have asked, but he did. “What about your veil?”


  “It was just a super long piece of tulle to attach to the back of my hair—came with the dress. That would look stupid with this dress.” She looked at him, wiping at her eyes with the effectiveness of a toddler wiping his nose. “I’ll end up with one of those mantilla styles or something. Gross.”


  “Would you like me to talk to him? Maybe I could say something in a way a guy could understand.”


  Lara rose, gave the lilies a malevolent glare—who knew you could feel malevolent toward flowers?—and turned to go. “I don’t think that would be a good idea.”


  “What about his pastor? From one minister to another?”


  She paused. “Maybe…” But a second later, she turned. “No, I don’t think that’s wise. Thanks, Ty. I knew I’d feel better if I saw you, but I wasn’t going to let myself come down and bug you. You’re the best.”


  At those words, she turned back, hugged his shoulders in that awkward way that pews require, and left. Ty sat there, hating the lilies that looked even better in the window than the roses had. If he had to be so insensitive, couldn’t he at least have been wrong, Lord?


  The encounter made up his mind on one thing, though. Ty rose, snatched up the spray, and dumped it in a garbage can on his way out the door. Once back in his office, a new hunt began.


  He opened a new browser window and multiple Google tabs. In each one, he typed a fresh search. Monica Eddington murder, Monica Eddington murder suspect, Monica Eddington person of interest, Preston St. James arrest…


  From a place deep inside his soul, a whispered question emerged. Do you really think that because the wedding isn’t what Lara wants, that Preston St. James murdered his fiancée? Isn’t that taking it too far?


  Ty agreed with the whisper, but still, he searched. The whisper returned. Before he could justify it further, Ty closed out the entire window and did a hard-shutdown of the computer. He jumped up and strode from the office. Up Greenaway Road, down High Street, down Abbey Lane, up North Piccadilly Square and over to The Birches.


  I’ll just ask if we can have a meeting—his pastor, her, and me. We’ll talk about making this a wedding that reflects everyone’s tastes.


  The door jerked open before he could reach the last step to her upstairs apartment. “Ty?”


  Eyes red and puffy, nose still running, she looked a mess, and to his chagrin, Ty realized he thought she’d never looked better. Keep it platonic. She’s taken… mostly.


  “I was concerned.”


  She opened the door wider, and against his better judgment, he entered. A round table with a black and white checkerboard top and brightly painted chairs sat at one end of the kitchen. Lara led him there and offered him a soda, tea, or water. He chose soda.


  “Thank goodness. I needed, just once, not to feel guilty for drinking a Cherry Pepsi!”


  Oookaaay…


  What he’d thought or expected would happen, Ty couldn’t imagine. However, sitting at the funky little table that both personified Lara and looked completely out of place in her life and saying nothing at all wouldn’t have entered the realm of possibility. They sat there, each sipping soda from a can, and occasionally meeting one another’s gaze.


  With each passing second, though, Lara relaxed. The red blotches disappeared from her face. Only a few black streaks at the corners of her eyes hinted that she’d ever cried. The tension in the room dissolved, and all that remained was them. Sitting there. Sipping soda. Just being.


  Her gaze met his and skittered away again. He stole glances while taking the smallest drinks he could, to drag out a moment he had no right to. Then it happened. His gaze met hers—held it. This time, she didn’t look away, and Ty knew. She knew.


  No, not that he’d fallen in love with her. Thank the Lord for that one. But she did—she knew. Lara knew he was there. She’d become aware of his existence as more than the minister who sang too loud on Sundays, prayed too long on Wednesdays, and made her Friday pre-marriage counseling sessions tough moments in her week. Lara Priest now acknowledged that Ty Jamison was more than just a minister. He was a man.


  Neither of them said anything about it. They sat in comfortable silence, drank their sodas, and simply existed. Together. In the same space.


  When the last three sips of his can brought not even the taste of a Cherry Pepsi, Ty knew it was time. “Before I go, I need to know you’re okay. I need to know that when you walk down that aisle on June 28th, you’ll be okay.” He swallowed a lump that threatened to choke him. “I need to know that you won’t regret that day a year, ten years, fifty years from now.”


  The slightest shake of her head told him all he needed to know, but she spoke the words he didn’t want to hear. “I don’t know that, so I can’t promise it, but I promise to bring it up to Preston. He loves me. That has to count for something, right?”


  I love you. Since Ty couldn’t say that, he said the only other thing he could. “It should count for everything.” He reached across the table, squeezed her hand, and bolted from the apartment.


  Lara sat there, staring at the closed door and more confused than ever. “Why can’t Preston be more like you?”
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  Easter Sabbath had swept away any curiosity about church services at Preston’s church. So, after fielding half a dozen texts from her assistant manager, Lara strode from her car and to the double doors that led to the sanctuary of Redbrook Seventh-Day Adventist Church.


  A man greeted her on his way… somewhere. A young mother with two small children gave her a shy smile and asked if she needed help. “I was looking for Preston St. James? I saw his car out there…”


  As if he heard his name, or perhaps he heard her voice—Lara could hope—Preston rose from a pew a few rows from the front. Their eyes met, and the joy on his face… Well, Lara couldn’t doubt that he was happy to see her. At least there’s that.


  Mr. St. James glanced over as well and rose. He whispered something to Preston and scooted past as he strode to meet her. “Lara, we didn’t know you were coming. One of us would have waited outside.”


  “I wasn’t sure until just a couple of hours ago, and I knew work could call, so I just…” The excuses sounded lame even to her own ears.


  “Well, you’re here, and we’re thrilled to have you. Come sit with us.”


  He meant it, too. Miss Stella rose and hugged her, a continental kiss on each cheek—or nearly so. Preston squeezed her hand and kissed her cheek as well, but it held a promise of more. His whispered, “I can’t believe you came,” was all it took to convince her.


  You’ve been treating this spiritual difference as if it was something he’d “come to his senses” about—and he knows it.


  A quartet sang “In Christ Alone,” accompanied by a cello and a piano before a young teen girl rose and read from the Bible. Beginning with Lamentations, she moved to Timothy, to Ephesians, Corinthians, and I John. By that point, Lara discerned what the references meant—the scriptural progression of the song they’d just heard. Once the girl finished, the congregation sang the song together before moving to “The Solid Rock.”


  A man rose—the pastor she’d met the previous Saturday. “Let’s continue with our praying through the Bible. This week, we’re in Ephesians chapter three. Let’s pray.”


  The words felt familiar—yet different. Lara didn’t know what “praying through the Bible” meant, but as she listened, it became obvious. They were actually praying the words of Ephesians chapter three, and the previous week, they’d probably prayed Ephesians chapter two—next week, presumably, chapter four.


  “—thank You that we have boldness and confident access to Jesus Christ, our Lord, through our faith in Him. Therefore, I ask You, Lord, to help us not lose heart at our tribulations and trials—for ourselves and others—because through them You will be glorified. We bow our knees before You, Father, and praise You that every family in heaven and on earth derives its name from You. We ask that according to the riches of Your glory, we may be strengthened with power through Your Spirit in the inner man so that Christ may dwell in our hearts through faith. We pray that we may be rooted and grounded in love and able to comprehend—all of us who are saints—what is the breadth and length and height and depth. We plead with You that we will know the love of Christ—the love that surpasses all knowledge—and that we may be filled with the fullness of God. To Jesus Who is able to do far more abundantly beyond all we ask or think, according to the power working within us—to Him be the glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations forever and ever… Amen.”


  At that very moment, Lara ignored where she was and pulled out her phone. She made a note. Buy a journal and begin writing out the Bible as prayers.


  Preston elbowed her, a scowl on his face. Lara passed the phone, gave him a pointed look, and retrieved it again, ready to listen and learn. His whispered, “I’m sorry,” soothed the pain of his previous displeasure.


  He didn’t know, and I do get obsessed with making sure everything is okay at work.


  She listened to Bible study—the questions people asked, the teaching the pastor gave, and even took a few notes on her phone again. This time, she showed Preston before putting it away, and if the way he leaned closer meant anything, he really was sorry.


  Pastor David Clary met them after the study had ended. “You brought Lara for our session!” He shook her hand and just as he had on Saturday, stared for a moment before saying, “Preston was certain your work would keep you from our meetings.”


  “Well, I can’t promise I’ll be able to come again, but I’m trying to give my assistant manager time on our busier nights so he’s in practice while we’re on our honeymoon.”


  “Excellent. Why don’t you two go wait in my office? I’ll be there shortly.”


  They’d barely stepped from the sanctuary when Preston pulled her in for a kiss. “You don’t know how much it means to me that you came.”


  Do you know how much it would mean to me if you came to one of my services? The moment the thought formed, Lara stuffed it back. She’d come to work toward unity, rather than find new ways to divide them.


  Nothing she could say sounded anything but critical, so Lara chose just to kiss him again and ask which way to the office. Pastor Clary joined them just as Lara assured Preston that the dress fit perfectly. “She just has to shorten it.”


  “And how do you like the St. James wedding dress, Lara?”


  She jumped. “It’s different from what I’d chosen, but it’s a beautiful dress.”


  The pastor pulled his chair from behind his desk and rolled it closer to them. “You’d chosen a different dress?”


  “Well, yeah. I didn’t know about the family dress—”


  “But Lara saw how important it was that we keep up tradition and agreed to wear it.”


  That’s not quite how I remember it, Preston. You practically told me you wouldn’t marry me if I wasn’t in it. Lara’s conscience protested that this wasn’t entirely true either. I said practically. That’s what it felt like.


  “That was considerate of you. And how are the other wedding plans coming?”


  Even as he asked, Lara realized what the perfect role for Preston’s pastor would be in the wedding. “It’s… coming. Blending two different lifestyles into one wedding isn’t easy.”


  “And how does your pastor feel about this blending of related but not completely meshing faiths?”


  “Ty would tell you he’s just a minister—a man under the elders and without authority to do anything but teach and counsel. Anyway, he’s concerned, of course, but he likes that we’re each holding to our beliefs until we can come to unity.”


  Pastor Clary shot Preston a look. “And how is that going?”


  “We haven’t had time to discuss it.” Preston took Lara’s hand and held it firmly in his. “Did you have something we needed to go over this week?”


  “It’s an important discussion, Preston. We’re talking about the potential for confused children when Daddy brings them to church on Sabbath, and Mommy goes off alone on Sunday.”


  “Oh, they’d come with me, too, of course. And I’d come on Saturdays when work permitted. I’m already trying to work that into my schedule, and I assume Preston is, too.”


  His hand squeezed hers a bit. “We’ll discuss it when we have time. I went over the verses you shared with me last week—”


  “Before we get into those,” Lara began. “I wanted to ask Pastor Clary if he would pray through several of the Scriptures on love and marriage in our ceremony.” Lara relaxed as Preston’s grip lessened on her hand, and she turned to the pastor. “Like you did tonight?”


  “I would be pleased to. Thank you for including me.”


  Hadn’t Preston invited you to be a part yet? That was his job!


  “And how are the rest of the wedding plans? How will your family’s traditions be incorporated?”


  Again, her hand felt cut off from a healthy supply of blood flow. Lara swallowed. “Well, that’s been harder, what with your dietary convictions. We’re used to a lot of beef and chocolate pound cake. I think maybe the Portobello steaks will be a hit. Except with my cousin. He’s allergic to mushrooms.” She turned to Preston. “Sorry, but we might have to have at least one piece of salmon for him.”


  “Why not have the pound cake and salmon? There’s no reason not to have what your family is accustomed to eating.”


  Preston spoke up. “Our family is vegan, Pastor Clary. It would make many of our guests uncomfortable.”


  Lara pulled her hand from his and picked at her cuticles while the room smothered itself in silence. At last, Pastor Clary changed the subject to the Scriptures they’d been working through the previous week.


  And Lara counted the seconds until she could get out of there. He’d understand why I want some things to be how I’ve always dreamed of, but Preston just doesn’t. It’s probably not their faith as much as his mother’s proper Southern upbringing or something. That’s nice to know, anyway.
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  Ty walked through the streets of New Cheltenham, praying for each store owner, each customer, each business and family represented by the stores that made up the little tourist town. As he neared and watched Lara lock up the side door to The Birches, he began praying for her and her upcoming marriage—about his own disappointment. Help me be content and rest only in You.


  “Ty?”


  He looked up and at the sight of her gazing down at him, ordered his heart to beat a regular rhythm again. As had become usual of late, it ignored those instructions. “Hey, Lara.”


  “Praying for our little hamlet?”


  “Don’t you know it.”


  “Say an extra prayer for me tonight?”


  Any hope of moving along failed at that request. Ty strolled to the base of her stairs and leaned against the railing. “What’s up?”


  “Went to Preston’s church for Bible study tonight. You know, so I could go to his counseling session with him. I thought it would be tacky just to show up for that and miss church.”


  Would he have been so considerate? The question wasn’t really fair, but Ty didn’t care. “How’d that go?”


  “They prayed right out of the Bible—just rephrased a few things to make them a prayer. I asked him to do that with love and marriage verses at the wedding. I thought it would be a meaningful way to include him.”


  “Good idea. I’d like to see it first, but—”


  “Oh! Right. I asked him to email me with what he comes up with so we can put it in the program, but I’ll get you a copy first.”


  The way she fidgeted told him that, despite a rousing prayer session, something had not gone right. “What’s wrong, Lara?”


  She took a step down… two. Three. Once she stood only a step above him, she leaned against the opposite railing and folded her arms over her chest in a way that made him think of Lauren Kinsey. “He’s nice, Ty. Pastor Clary is super kind and understanding. He didn’t understand why we wouldn’t have salmon for our non-vegan guests. He thought it would be okay for us to have chocolate pound cake for people who wanted it. When I left, he said he hoped I’d reconsider, because some of the church members there have no problem with dairy and unfertilized eggs. Some even eat fish.”


  “Oookaaay… so what does it mean?”


  “Why is Preston so against it all, then? Pastor Clary kept asking what about the wedding is my family’s tradition—what I had that I wanted.” Though her voice cracked, no tears fell. “I realized that he was more concerned about me having a special day than Preston is, and…” She dropped her voice. “The only thing that’s happening right now… the only thing aside from bridesmaids’ dresses is that prayer I requested.”


  And that I’m officiating—that I’m going to stand up there and rip out my heart while you give yours to him.


  “Well, and I have you there to keep me feeling like I’m not all alone in this. My parents hate him because he’s rich. He hates my choices because they’re not ‘tradition.’ Even his father thinks he’s ridiculous about some of it, but I can see his mom is behind him some, too. I just don’t know…”


  He shouldn’t say it, but Ty couldn’t help himself. “Lara, if you have any doubt at all, you don’t have to do this now. Postponing isn’t saying no, it’s just saying, “We need time to work on a few things.”


  “I almost said that tonight,” she whispered. “As we left, I heard Pastor Clary say, ‘Are you sure you’re marrying her for herself?’ It got me all panicky. Do guys have biological clocks? I know Preston wants to be married for a few years before children, so is he just rushing through and ticking off a ‘to do’ list box?”


  His conscience protested that he did it only as an excuse to hold her hand, but Ty ignored that conscience, took her hand, and prayed. After a promise to go over the vows she’d sent for approval, he dashed off for home and for his computer.


  Time to make this search serious.


  


  
    
      [image: dress sketch]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter]
          

          	
            [image: 1]
          

          	
            [image: 7]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  The sun rose over New Cheltenham, first in gray-green streaks, then with a pale yellow glow, and finally bursting over the fields right outside his window where sheep already munched on new grass. Ty stretched, stood, and stretched again.


  Several pages of notes in a Word document all pointed to one thing. Preston St. James had been a person of interest in the murder of Monica Eddington but was never charged. I could take it to her. See if she knows. But to what end? Surely, if he was guilty, he’d have been charged and tried.


  There was another option—one he didn’t like. But Ty couldn’t not ask, so he called a friend in Rockland. “Got a weird situation here and need to talk to a cop—homicide. Know any?”


  His friend took down essential information. Inside twenty minutes, a call came through. “Alex Frome—Eastbrook precinct. I understand you’re looking at the Eddington case. Why?”


  The suspicion in the detective’s voice prompted full disclosure. From learning that his friend was marrying a St. James to searching for the dress and finding the story of Monica Eddington, he shared it all. “I just researched everything I could find last night, and… well… it doesn’t look good for Preston St. James.”


  “He was cleared of all charges, though. He was in Chicago when Ms. Eddington was murdered.”


  “Hired hit man?” Ty felt the heat of mortification rise at even the suggestion, but he couldn’t help it. “Something is off with him.”


  “Oh, there’s plenty off, but we looked at his financials—nothing. The family allowed us to go through all their financials. Clean enough to make the IRS the happiest agency on the planet.”


  “So, what’s off about him?”


  Enough silence came through to make Ty twice as nervous as he’d been at calling in the first place. Finally, Frome said, “Look, this is what is public record if you know where to look. Eddington broke off the engagement six weeks before the wedding. He refused to accept it. Two weeks later, she was dead.”


  “And that wasn’t suspicious?!”


  “Of course it was. But it’s not enough to convict a guy when not a single shred of evidence points to him. And, every officer who spoke to him says the same thing, he was devastated by her death. Sure, he was obsessed with her, but not the kind that kills her. He just didn’t accept that the wedding was off.”


  Just before they disconnected the call, Detective Frome said one more thing. “Only Preston had an alibi that wasn’t family. That others all alibied each other—except Grandma. She was supposed to be sleeping, but no one checked on her during the hours before and after Eddington was killed. I just think that’s odd, too—that he’s the only one with a non-family alibi, but still…”


  That’s it. Grandma, here I come. Lara said she hasn’t met you. Maybe there’s a reason.
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  They hadn’t been on a real date since before Easter. But on June first, after sunset, Lara abandoned The Birches for a romantic, but not moonlit, picnic by Lake Danube. Preparations for it had led to a discovery. There was such a thing as “vegan bacon,” something that she insisted on calling “facon” after that. If his mother can be a “Faux-ma,” then we eat “facon,” she’d rationalized to herself.


  So with BLTs made with vegan mayo, of course, potato salad, fruit salad, sparkling cider, and lemon melt-away balls, they ate in traditional picnic style. “Oh! My parents got their tickets, finally. Dad saved a hundred bucks on each ticket and only has to spend an extra hundred for each carry-on to get that price. Mom is not amused.”


  “Will they be staying with us or…?”


  Are you nuts? You’d be jilting me at the altar by the time Dad got through with his disgust at your “ostentatious display of wealth.” She couldn’t say it, of course. Preston would be hurt at the idea he’d ever do such a thing as make an ostentatious display of wealth, but he didn’t understand her father. Having a car that was less than five years old could sometimes count as ostentatious.


  “Lara?”


  “I have them staying at my place, and I’m staying at Brenna’s. Then my cousins will stay with Mitchell—it keeps everyone close so I can see as much of them as possible.”


  “Oh,” Preston pulled her closer and sighed into her hair. “I won’t see much of you, then, will I?”


  And there’s the man I fell in love with. You’re showing up more and more lately. Thank goodness. You’re not going to like my next news.


  “Lara?”


  “Sorry, not as much, maybe. But you can come sit at the restaurant still. They won’t be in. Dad will say…” She dropped her voice lower to imitate her father. “‘Too rich for my blood.’”


  “He does know The Birches isn’t exactly a five-star restaurant.”


  You don’t have to tear it down. It’s the nicest place in New Cheltenham and gets better reviews than The Oakes in Rockland!


  As if her reply didn’t matter, or so it felt, Preston asked, for the fiftieth time that week, if her passport had arrived yet. “It’s imperative—”


  “It’ll be here! We have twenty-seven days, and the earliest it was supposed to arrive was yesterday. It’ll be fine.”


  “I know… I just don’t want anything to ruin our trip.”


  Better tell him now. Lara trained her voice to sound as nonchalant as possible and said, “Speaking of trips, I just got word from the owner. He wants me at the Midwest show the week of the twenty-fourth. He’s already arranged everything.”


  “Of… July? We’ll be back—”


  “This month.”


  Preston stiffened. “That’s the week of our wedding.”


  “I know. I know.” Lara began explaining—at double speed. “So, when he told me, I flipped out. I reminded him of the wedding, but he said I needed to be there. They’re demonstrating some new equipment Carlo wants, and Ted wants me to see if I think we should get it. I said I had to leave Thursday afternoon at the latest, but…”


  “But what?”


  Here goes nothing—or everything. “He wants me there for a late meeting with a vendor at nine o’clock. So, I did the math, and if I leave at five in the morning, I can make it back here in time to get dressed and be outside for our reveal photos on time. Brenna will cover making sure everything is where it belongs. We can have a quick rehearsal before I leave instead of the night before. But…”


  Preston stood and began pacing. Sand flipped onto the blanket and their leftover food as he plowed back and forth. “But what, Lara? You have to know this isn’t going to work.”


  “It has to. I don’t have a choice. It’s my job.”


  “Then quit.”


  You promised me you’d never ask me to quit. That better not be anything but frustration talking. “I can’t do that, and you know it. I just need… don’t hate me for this.”


  “What?”


  “I need you to have the rehearsal dinner anyway—without me. And put up with my dad? We can have it in the banquet room at The Birches. I have it all reserved. Carlo can make vegan dishes for your family and—”


  “Seriously?” He whirled to face her. “You want me to have a rehearsal dinner without you? Where are your priorities?”


  Where is your compassion? Aloud, she bit out, “I need you to support me just like I supported you when you wanted to go to that concert on my birthday and couldn’t get off.”


  “You supported me? I was the one who didn’t get to take my girlfriend out to—”


  “Fine. Forget it. I’ll tell my boss I can’t go. And when he fires me, I’ll resent you for it. I’m not proud of that,” Lara hastened to add, “but it’s what it is. I will. I can’t believe you’re being so ridiculous about this. My boss is giving me two weeks off during our busiest time. All he asks is that—”


  Preston began packing up the cooler. “Go. I’ll do the dinner. I’ll be the perfect host. I’ll put up with your father attacking me for daring to make more money than he thinks is appropriate. I won’t tell him how much we give away, because that wouldn’t be right. I’ll just put up with it. Because your job is more important to you than this one event that sets off our new life together. I get it. Fine.”


  “That’s not fair—”


  But he wouldn’t talk. Wouldn’t listen. He drove back to New Cheltenham in stony silence. He kissed her goodnight with as much interest and passion as a rubber ducky in a kissing booth, and he stormed down the street and around to the “carriage houses” where his car—the one her father would hate, of course—waited.


  “Well,” Lara muttered as she cleaned out the cooler. “That went well.”
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  Ty spent all of May trying to get into the St. James home to meet “Grandma,” but Lillian Dunaway was better guarded than the US President. By June first, he’d given up. The police knew their job. If they said Preston didn’t kill his ex-fiancée, then he didn’t.


  After reworking the narrative in his mind for a few weeks, Ty had come to a conclusion. Preston hadn’t been in denial about the broken engagement but about her death. It manifested as if he didn’t accept that she’d broken it off, but that was only reasonable when you’d loved someone.


  If only Ty truly believed it. And I might, he thought that Saturday night, if Lara didn’t look almost like Monica Eddington’s clone.


  A text message appeared just as he climbed into bed. From Lara. Can you pray for us? Preston is really ticked. I don’t know what to do. Maybe I should postpone the wedding.


  Ty’s heart raced at the thought of Preston hearing that his fiancée had jilted him—again. He’d see it that way.


  It wasn’t his business, but he had to try. Ty zipped back a reply. Don’t do anything until I get back to you. I need to look into something. I’ll leave Preston out of it. After he hit send, he remembered her request. And yes, I’ll pray.


  The one thing he hadn’t done was talk to Preston’s pastor. So, Monday morning, he appeared at the church office and waited to be introduced. Inside ten minutes, they’d hashed out the order of service, the pastor’s prayer, and their agreement on one change in the vows they’d been given.


  Oh, and he’d learned that on Friday afternoons, Mrs. St. James took a long nap in preparation for Sabbath while the house help did the shopping for the weekend. Grandma Dunaway, on the other hand, spent the afternoon watching Wheel of Fortune on the game channel.


  Lara spent most of June seventh’s counseling session talking herself into liking all the things that had been decided about her wedding. The lily sprays had been changed to bouquets in urns—bouquets that took up the bottom third of those windows. The rose petals that were to line the aisles had become a flower girl with a Dunaway family heirloom dress, too. “She just fits it! We couldn’t not have her,” Stella St. James had insisted.


  Somehow, for reasons Ty still didn’t understand, candles had become important. It might be that he didn’t try to. Instead, he watched the clock behind his desk and tried to remember if it ran seventeen minutes fast or slow.


  “Ty?”


  “Sorry, what?”


  “Do you think I’ve just become a complainer? I mean, this wedding is his, too. Actually, it feels like it’s only his.”


  That snapped him out of his lack of attention. “Would you like me to talk to him? I hear something in your tone that I think might be contributing to your frustration.”


  She eyed him with what was either mistrust or irritation. Ty couldn’t decide which, or which was worse. “What’s that?”


  “You keep trying to be a reasonable person about something that really bothers you and isn’t unreasonable. I don’t know that he really understands how upset you are about these things.”


  “I’ve told him…”


  “And if you use tones like you do with me, he probably hears you talking yourself into them. That’s what you do when you talk to me.”


  Lara rose, excused herself, and left. Ty watched her leave, his heart sinking to his shoes. If he hadn’t needed to leave right then, he’d have gone after her. Conversation with Grandma is more important, though.


  An hour later, a Slavic-looking woman met him in the driveway, frowning at him. “Mrs. St. James is resting. You’ll—”


  Ty stuck out his hand. “I’ve come to visit with her mother, Lillian Dunaway? I’m the minister at—”


  “Oh. Minister. Sorry. Mrs. Dunaway’s room is at the top of the stairs, to the right, end of the hallway. Just make sure you let her know you’re coming, so you don’t scare her. You can call out loud. Mrs. St. James is on the other end of the house. You won’t disturb her.”


  It couldn’t have been easier. He went in, climbed the stairs, and as he neared the double doors at the end of the hallway, he began calling out. “Mrs. Dunaway? My name is Ty Jamison. I’m Lara Priest’s minister. I just wanted to meet you… May I come in?”


  Ty’s mental picture of a wild-haired, crazy-eyed mouse of a woman wielding a knife might have been on the ridiculous side, but it couldn’t have been more opposite from Lillian Dunaway. She opened the doors, tall, stout, polished from the top of her tasteful bun to the tips of her nearly glowing white trainers.


  “You’re Lara’s pastor?”


  “Minister, yes.” He smiled and held out his hand. “Nice to meet you.”


  She looked past him. “Is she here? Lara? I haven’t met her yet.”


  “Sorry, no.” He pulled out his phone and passed over the only picture he had of Lara. “That was taken at our Easter service.”


  Delight filled the woman’s face one second and after a glance at the photo, transformed into disgust. “She looks like that…” A few choice words spewed forth. Then, as if she hadn’t just vomited up expletives, her countenance changed. “The poor girl. But she’s sweet and true, isn’t she? Not like that ungrateful wench.”


  Did you seriously just use the word “wench?”


  “I’m sorry Preston lost his former fiancée. That must have been a terrible blow. Do you think he’s ready for another relationship?”


  “I’m not sorry he ‘lost’ her. I’m glad the girl is dead.” The woman’s eyes blazed. “Did you know she tried to call off the wedding? To my grandson!”


  You won’t like it much if Lara postpones then, I guess.


  “You’ll bring Lara to meet me, won’t you? They won’t let me see her, and you shouldn’t meet your granddaughter-to-be at a wedding. How awkward for everyone!”


  Can’t imagine why they wouldn’t allow you to meet her. It’s not like you’d scare off anyone or anything. Are you insane, or just off enough to have lost your filter? Ty gave her another covert, searching look. You seem lucid enough.


  “Pastor?”


  He didn’t even try to correct her. “I’ll see what I can do. She’s a busy girl, getting ready for the wedding and with her job and all…”


  “That’s how I knew she’d be better for Preston. Did you know that…?” A slew of expletives followed. “—quit her job the week after she and Preston got engaged. She said planning a wedding was a full-time job.” Again, the woman’s eyes gentled. “You tell Lara not to let Stella take over the preparations. She’ll do it if given half a chance.”


  He stood there another ten minutes, listening to Mrs. Dunaway doing that very thing—taking over the wedding plans. Orchids were the only flower, of course. And that heirloom flower girl dress was “the ugliest thing ever constructed from perfectly good silk,” so a new dress made of tulle and satin should be procured posthaste. “Smocked, of course. All proper girls’ dresses have lovely smocking and bullion roses.”


  Ty didn’t even want to think about what a “bullion rose” might be. He did decide that enough people had interfered to change Lara’s wedding into something she didn’t want. The woman gripped his arm. “Is Lara a pretty girl—inside, I mean? Not like that horrible witch of a vixen, Monica?” Beneath her breath, she muttered, “So glad she’s out of the picture.”


  “Lara is lovely—kind and thoughtful. She’s lost almost every dream she had for her own wedding and still shows graciousness about it.”


  “Good. But you tell her not to let Stella take over. And make sure she gets rid of that awful flower girl dress. Spill punch on it. That works every time. Just have a good dress waiting—in case, you know. They’ll praise your forethought.”


  It’s time for someone to interfere on her behalf. I’m calling that dress shop she went to. That second dress idea is a good one. She can wear one for the ceremony and formal pictures and the other to the reception. That’s a reasonable compromise.


  He managed to escape and crept down the hall. Near the stairs, a cluster of photos of Preston arrested Ty’s attention. He glanced at the opposite wall and saw a cluster of photos of a Latino boy—a graduation photo in the center. In one photo, Mr. St. James and Preston stood with a few others. Something he’d read in an article about the St. Jameses being foster parents to several boys now became real. They’re genuinely caring people.


  A closer inspection of the Preston grouping showed several pictures of him with Lara—no, Monica Eddington. What, you think she looks enough like Lara that you don’t need to update the wall?


  From the end of the hall, he heard a screech—something about Monica losing like she deserved to. Ty dashed out the door and down the drive. Better talk to Lara.
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  Lara’s dress hung over his office door. She’d asked him if he could pick it up for her since he’d be in that area of Rockland, and Ty couldn’t say no. Now, hanging over that door, his heart shredded a little more every time his eyes traveled to the garment bag protecting it—only once or twice every minute.


  Having that dress in his office had sealed the deal for him. He’d get Lara the dress she’d ordered, but that brilliant idea had fizzled in one awkward phone call. Rhonda Snow had been adamant. No amount of cajoling would convince her to reopen the dress order. The crazy idea to steal the bouquet and replace it with the old fashioned English roses Lara had wanted sounded less crazy with each passing minute, each whispered prayer.


  Ty called The Secret Garden and asked to speak to Wayne. Wayne wasn’t in. “You can find him at The Pettler right now.”


  “Fairbury?” At the girl’s confirmation, he hung up and searched for the number. Inside five minutes, the order had been made and paid for.


  He’d just buried himself back into the kings of Israel when his phone rang. Snow White Bridal flashed across the screen. “Hello?”


  “Hello, my name is London Hutchins. I work in the same building with Rhonda Snow at Snow White Bridal. I heard you had a request with a previously canceled order, and I was wondering if I could help.”


  Ty stammered out an unintelligible response. “… I talked to Mrs. Snow before, and she said she couldn’t help me.”


  The girl assured him that she was not Mrs. Snow. “Why don’t you tell me what you need?”


  Ty explained his predicament—how an order had been made back in March, but then the bride had to cancel it. “I want her to have the dress she wants, not the one others want her to wear.”


  “What was the name on the order?”


  Maybe she can help! Ty tried to sound confident as he said, “Lara Priest.”


  “You’re Lara’s fiancé?”


  That question solidified an idea that had been building in his mind and heart since the day he could no longer deny that he loved Lara—the day he realized she wasn’t completely immune to him. Ty swallowed hard, steadied himself with a quick prayer for favor, and said, “Hopefully.”


  Her next question held a trace of something he feared might be mistrust. “And your name is?”


  “Ty Jamison.” As he said it, Ty realized for the first time that Preston’s surname sounded similar to his. St. James… Jamison… If Lara said Preston’s name, maybe this girl will remember that.


  “Just give me a minute…”


  Ty said, “Okay,” but he could tell she’d already gone. Seconds stretched into minutes. One… two… three…


  “Are you still there, Ty?”


  “Yes!” Please say you’ve got the dress.


  She did. “I found the dress.”


  Praise the Lord.


  Instructions followed. How he’d have to pay for the rest of the dress, how the dress needed to be altered. How he’d have to get her some measurements right away so it could be shipped immediately.


  “Um… oookaaay… What kind of measurements?”


  “Just the standard. Bust, waist, hips.”


  For the first time in his life, Ty found himself stammering in earnest. “B-b-b…” Ty cleared his throat. “Would I find those on her driver’s license?”


  The moment he asked the question, the ridiculosity of it struck him. Really, Ty? Are your… measurements on your driver’s license?


  London laughed. “I certainly hope not!”


  Ty just groaned.


  Ever helpful, London continued. “What about Brenna? Can she help you get the measurements?”


  “No, not really. No one knows what I’m doing, and I need to keep it that way.”


  Of course, at that, London insisted that she must have proper measurements to ensure the dress fit well. Ty suggested measuring the other dress, and London agreed it might work, but he’d have to be careful to measure in exactly the right places. Flustered, Ty assured her he could lay it out and measure.


  “Do you want it in feet?” The moment he asked, Ty wanted to crawl in a hole. Inches or centimeters, you idiot. Even you know that much.


  Once more, when London specified the need for bust, waist, and hip measurements, Ty tripped up on that four-letter word, “bust.” He stammered for a moment and asked for the exact place to find that particular measurement.


  “The breast area, Ty.”


  He bit his tongue. Really? I don’t measure the sleeve length to get that? Shocker. Ty tried again. “Um… how? Like the circumference? From one side to the other?”


  London began explaining how to measure around the dress. In one sentence she’d managed to mention breast and bra. If I didn’t know you were a friend of Lara’s, I’d swear you were doing this to me deliberately. Here goes… Ty took a cleansing breath and ordered himself to say the word breast. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t said it in mixed company without any trouble—his entire life! “B-b-b… Um… Maybe we should try the hips first. Is that one easier? Then I can work up to the b-b-other one.”


  “Sure.”


  Ty could hear the laughter in her voice. She is doing this deliberately. She has to be.


  “Her hips would be the area right above her panty line.”


  That one, Ty didn’t dignify with a response. Instead, he jumped up, grabbed the dress, and tapped the speakerphone button. In a drawer, he found the metal measuring tape he used when brides needed help with the chapel.


  A glance at the dress, the lining, and all the twisted, gathered fabric gave him pause. As much as he didn’t want to, he had to ask. “Should I be measuring on the inside? I bet this thing is a good inch bigger on the outside with all these bits and bunches.”


  Just to test it, Ty tried measuring both, but bending the metal measuring tape around the dress wasn’t easy. That’s probably why Mama has one of those plastic ones. He tried again. And again. Frustrated, he huffed, “Hey, Miss Hutchins, do they make padded bridal underwear? Maybe we can just make the dress too big and pad it out… Maybe a blow-up thing that expands to fill it based on how much too big it is.”


  As ridiculous an idea as it was, he found the suggestion cathartic after his inability to make the tape measure work. London’s response shook him to the core. “Actually, Ty, I really need precise measurements. Last I checked, all inflatable underwear was completely out of stock.”


  She sounds way too serious for that. It’s not really a thing, is it? That would solve so many problems!


  London interrupted his thoughts with a new suggestion—that he put the dress on and subtract the dress’s measurements from his. Like I know mine. You’ve got to be messing with me.


  “Yeah, I’m not sure I can do that.”


  “Oh, but that’s the best way to get the other measurements I need.”


  She got him. Before he could stop himself, Ty blurted out, “Other measurements?”


  “Yes, it would be so helpful to know how heavy that dress is. Also, if I could get a measurement from the crotch area, up past the bust to the neckline, that would be very helpful.”


  Lord save him from himself, he stuttered on both words, not able to spit them out. Never fear, London repeated them both and even began explaining what a crotch was. Lord, save me now!


  The crotch is the—”


  “I know!” Ty snapped.


  And just like that, the ordeal was over. London conceded that she could survive with only bust, waist, and hips. This time, Ty decided to let the magic of Google help him find exactly what to measure on the dress. He wrote down her email address and promised to send them as quickly as possible.


  Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that she was messing with him, so Ty threw out one more plea for help. “Are you sure? You think you might be able to find some inflatable underwear after all?


  “I’m sure I can figure something out,” London replied.


  “Thanks for your help, Miss Hutchins.”


  “Good luck, Ty.”


  She was about to bust a gut. He could tell. Ty tried one more time. “Um… just one more question. The waist? Where would I find that?”


  “That’s the smallest part of the dress. In between the hips and the bust. That one should probably be the easiest one to measure.”


  “Oookaaay…. Do they make inflatable belts to go with the underwear? Maybe you should pick one of those up, too, just in case. And something for the b-b-b—” This time, his stammer was affected—just for her. If I could only say that about the other times.


  “Don’t hurt yourself, Ty. Just get me some numbers, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


  So, while London awaited his email, Ty searched Google for points of measurements on garments and tried to make his match. He had the skirt spread out and the measuring tape pinned down when Lauren burst in the door.


  If I ever have a daughter, her name will not begin with L. Lara, Lauren, and London. This is cruelty.


  “Um, Ty? What are you doing?”


  “The seamstress needs measurements from the gown.”


  The girl gave him a look that said, “You’re an idiot.” She turned to go. “I’ll be back. What measurements are you taking?”


  “Bust, waist, and hips.” And I didn’t even stutter once.


  “Hips?” She spread out the skirt. “That’s not going to tell you anything. There’s probably a hundred inches of fabric there. Lara does not have hundred-inch hips! I’ll grab a pair of her jeans while I’m at it. Be right back.”


  Thanks to Lauren’s help, he sent off the measurements inside the hour.
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  When she should have been at work going over scheduling, Lara turned away from the restaurant and carried a folder up Abbey Lane to Church Street and into Ty’s office. He looked up at her, his delight in seeing her evident. “Lara! Just the woman I wanted to see.”


  “At least someone does.” She dropped the folder onto the desk. “I thought it made sense to bring that to you since you have to send it in and everything. It’ll be here waiting.”


  Ty flipped it open, stared at the paper inside, and folded it. Then, as if he could read her mind and heart, he rose, skirted the desk, and came to hug her. “Congratulations. It’s getting real, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.”


  “Wait… someone doesn’t want to see you?” The way his voice strangled, and he paused, blinking, told her he’d started to say something else.


  “Preston is still put out about the trade show—I think. He won’t actually say. I have an appointment to speak to Pastor Clary, because if he doesn’t open up and tell me what’s wrong, if he’s not willing to compromise on things that are really important to me, I’m going to postpone the wedding.”


  Without hesitating, without saying even one of the angry things she saw flash in his eyes, Ty took her hands and stood there, head bowed, silent for a moment. Then he prayed. “Lord, Lara is in trouble. I want to say all the spiritual-sounding things, but I’m angry at Preston right now, and lying to You in prayer seems not only futile but a slap in the face. So, I’m going to keep this simple. Please bring to light all that is hidden. Please open the doors for true communication so that everyone may stand with a contented heart and clear conscience when the wedding day comes—whatever day that is.”


  Lara broke in, fighting back tears. “Yes, that, Lord. That. All of it. That.”


  Ty filled in the formalities of closing prayers—something Lara didn’t understand when people were supposed to be in continuous prayer. Why do we ever say, “Amen” if we’re not supposed to stop praying?


  She’d made it to Abbey Lane before Lara realized she’d kissed Ty’s cheek before she left. Lord, he opened up to both of us about his anger. Why can’t Preston do that with me?
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  Local rumor said that Preston St. James would be at The Birches after seven o’clock. He was there nearly every night at that time—whether Lara worked or not. So, when Ty had the final vows and prayer printed out for Lara and her fiancé, knowing Preston would be there, he took off for the restaurant.


  Lara greeted him almost the moment he walked in the door. The way her eyes shifted from anxious to relaxed at the sight of him told him more than she’d meant to.


  A crowd bustled in, and Lara beckoned for him to follow her outside. “Juli gets flustered if I’m hovering. What’s up?”


  He passed her the pages. “I could have given these to you tomorrow, but I know Preston comes by sometimes, so I thought he could take one set to Clary on Saturday.”


  By the light of the streetlamp, she read through the minor changes he and Pastor Clary had agreed to and nodded. “Thanks, Ty. I appreciate it.” She pointed to a spot in the prayer and sighed. “I pray that already.”


  Ty leaned close to see, his heart giving every indication of stopping until he saw the words—the part where Pastor Clary would pray that Preston would learn to live with his wife in an understanding way. “Lara, if you have—”


  “What’s going on here?”


  A red flag shot into the air at the anger and suspicion in Preston’s tone. Had he been at any of the counseling sessions, Ty might have assumed he read Ty’s heart and didn’t like it. But as things were, it was impossible.


  “Ty brought by the vows and prayer for us. He and Pastor Clary worked on them together. He thought you would want to take them to church on Satur—bath.”


  You sound like a terrified wife trying to keep her husband from flipping out.


  “Well, he did it. He can go now.”


  Even in the low light of the streetlamp, Ty could see Lara’s eyes flashing. “Preston! That was just rude.”


  “This man came into our house and terrorized my grandmother. I think I can safely say I am not comfortable with him around my fiancée, either.”


  Exaggerating much? Red flag number two.


  “What? Ty would never—I haven’t even met your grandmother.”


  “I did meet his grandmother last week. She wants to meet you, too.” Ty faced Preston and controlled every word as he said, “But if anyone terrorized anyone, I’d say it was the other way around. She has very decided opinions on your form—”


  “That’s enough.” Preston turned to go and take Lara with him. “You need to mind your own business.”


  A charming three. Will there be four flags? Five?


  “Preston, what’s wrong with you? Why shouldn’t he meet everyone?”


  “That is our prerogative, Lara. When. Who. How. This is my family, I have to protect them, and I expect you to support me.”


  Yep. Definitely four.


  “And I’m telling you that Ty wouldn’t terrorize an old lady! He’s not that kind of man.”


  “Lara!”


  Five.


  “Yelling at her isn’t going to solve anything,” Ty suggested.


  “Mind your own business.”


  Six. Red flags waving all over the place.


  Lara demanded he apologize. He demanded she stop undermining his care and concern for his family. As the argument continued, red flags shot up faster than those in a carnival game. Nine… ten… eleven… twelve… I’d better go before he gets a baker’s dozen.


  “I’ll talk to you tomorrow, Lara. This isn’t a profitable discussion.”


  “I don’t think so. She’ll be excusing herself from the rest of your so-called sessions.”


  As Lara protested, her eyes told Ty he’d better go. Ty walked away with one thought in mind. And we end with an unlucky thirteen.


  Preston’s voice followed—complaining about misplaced loyalty, how she probably would have used Ty’s gift instead of relegating it to the back of the closet, and something about how his grandmother was still upset after the visit.


  Gift? Closet? Wha—no… he’s not still whining about that stupid purse. Is he?


  Ty’s phone rang as he entered the parsonage. Detective Frome’s name flashed on the screen. “Hey, Frome. Thanks for getting back to me.”


  “Just got off and thought I’d call on my drive home. What’s up?”


  “Well, I’ve got a couple of questions.” Ty needed to ask a dozen, but the purse blurted out first. “This is going to sound really weird, but can you look at the crime scene photos when you get a chance?”


  “That depends…” Frome cleared his throat. “What are you looking for?”


  “See if she had a purse? If you could describe it? I know it’s weird, but—”


  “Don’t have to look at it. It was one of those designer things. Shiny. Um… hang on. My wife is always banging on about wanting one. Simona. That’s it. She wants the number two, but I think I read Eddington’s purse was a six.”


  “I don’t know what any of that means but I’m going to look it up. What color?”


  “Some weird pink that’s almost off white and almost brown, too.” Frome swore and blared his horn. “If I weren’t off duty, I’d call in a cruiser. Jerk.”


  “And you remember all that from three years ago?”


  Frome laughed. “Nah… company name, sure, but I just went over some of the files after you called.”


  “So… what year was it? Do the numbers change?” Ty stared at the screen with nine different styles spinning on the home page. “I think I need to look for the right year.”


  “Nah, it’s like that Chanel perfume. Number 5 is always number 5. And the same with the purses. They hardly change them.”


  While Frome talked about how that purse being full of cash was how they’d known it wasn’t a robbery gone wrong, Ty looked up a number six purse and sent a screenshot to Brenna. Is this Lara’s purse?


  “So there was money? Like how much is full?”


  “Fifteen hundred exactly. In an envelope. What’s this about?”


  Ty’s phone dinged, and a one-word text appeared. Yes. A moment later, another followed. Why?


  I’ll explain later.


  “Ty?”


  “He bought the same purse for Lara. Don’t you think that’s weird? He also didn’t like finding out that I went to see his grandmother.”


  Silence followed. A squeal of tires and then a question. “You saw the grandmother? How?”


  “Found out that the mom sleeps on Friday afternoons and the house help is gone. Went in, said hi, talked. She’s obsessed with Lara being a replacement for the ‘ungrateful’ Monica.”


  “Between us, Jamison, I always thought the grandma did it—somehow. But we have nothing on her. She never leaves the house except for church.”


  Ain’t that the truth. The memory of Preston’s overreaction prompted Ty to share the whole conversation. “He was just… kooky about it.”


  “Kooky?” Frome gave a weak laugh. “Yeah. But I know what you mean. It’s all weird.”


  The fury on Preston’s face, the way he’d overreacted to their conversation, the purse, the thing with the grandma… Ty had to ask one more time. “And you’re sure he couldn’t have done it.”


  “Positive. And more than that, I don’t think he did. I wanted him to be guilty, but no one believes it. No one. It just doesn’t work. But…”


  Give me something. “What?” Anything.


  “Well, what you’re saying about the stuff now. If this girl really does look like Monica, and if he bought her the same purse, and if he’s hiding grandma…”


  “Yeah…?”


  “All circumstantial, of course, but I’d be watching him.”
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  Thanks to a “surprise” bridal shower, Lara canceled that week’s counseling session. “I’m sorry, Ty, but they’ll be taking pictures, and my hair is a mess, and Ari was able to get me in today. I had to take it. I’d reschedule, but there’s only two weeks until the wedding, and I leave next Monday for the show. That really gives me just one week.”


  “I understand. Maybe we could talk on your drive to the trade show?”


  “Oh! Great idea.”


  He knew he shouldn’t ask, but Ty had to do it. “So, about the other night…”


  “I’m sorry, Ty. Really. It’s his grandmother. He’s so weird about her. I guess there’s some sort of dementia or something, so he doesn’t want her worked up.”


  Who has dementia? It was time to bring up Monica and the disparity of hers and Preston’s faiths, but just as Ty started to speak, Lara squealed, screeched out something about losing track of time, and disconnected.


  Ty sat himself down at his desktop and pulled up all the tabs about the Eddington case and read through them once more. If Preston didn’t do it, then who did?


  An article—one he’d only skimmed earlier—quoted a friend. Her “best” friend. “According to Jana Drevski, Ms. Eddington was looking forward to a new job in Italy. ‘Monica’s ex was in denial about the wedding being called off—he hadn’t even canceled the arrangements like he was supposed to—but I don’t think he did this. He loved her too much.’”


  A Facebook search found Jana Drevski of Westbury. Not only was she the only one in the Rockland area, but she was also the only one in the US. Ty sent a message and hoped she’d get some sort of notification. I am a local minister performing a wedding for someone you once knew. May I ask a few questions? They are loosely connected to your friend Monica.


  He’d only gone to buy himself a coffee, but in that short of time, she’d sent back several messages.


  Do you know who killed her?


  Are you a cop?


  Are you the killer? I’m dating a bodybuilder. Don’t mess with me.


  Ty stifled his laughter until he remembered she couldn’t hear him. Then, with chuckles punctuating his sentences, he sent back a reply. I don’t know, I’m not a cop, I didn’t kill her, and I wouldn’t dare mess with you.


  Right.


  That one-word response could be her shutting down or opening a door. He’d have to work fast—just in case. She was found with a purse full of cash. Refunds for canceled wedding services?


  The clock ticked—silent but sure as he breathed. A reply finally dinged when he’d consumed half his coffee. No. That was Preston’s job. He paid for them, so he was supposed to cancel. He never did. He thought he’d convince her to come back to him. Why? What’s this about?


  It wasn’t his place to do it, and yet it was. If a friend couldn’t try to help, who could? Minding one’s own business, while a virtue, can also aid others in making terrible mistakes. These and other thoughts zipped through Ty’s mind at the speed of light while he tapped out replies that he then deleted.


  A new idea formed, and before he could talk himself into circles about it, too, he shared the picture of Lara. Recognize her?


  Monica. I’ve never seen it before. A moment later, another reply dinged. No, it’s not. Her nose isn’t quite right. Hair’s too light. Who is she?


  “Here goes nothing.” His voice produced an eerie echo when it never had before. Preston St. James’ fiancée.


  Panic set in when a minute passed… two. Finally, another message popped up. What’s the name of your church?


  New Cheltenham Chapel.


  The next reply sent him flying out the door. Calling now. You’d better answer.


  Between stumbles down the hill and around the corner, Preston tried to type out a message. At home. Running. Gimme 2.


  Her reply didn’t offer much encouragement. You get 1.


  Ty heard the phone long before he slammed into the office door and fumbled for his key. Here. Unlocking


  Hanging up.


  “Don’t do that!” Ty didn’t bother typing it—didn’t have time. But he managed to snatch up the phone mid-ring. “Hello?”


  “What’s your name?”


  “Ty Jamison.”


  A second passed. “Who is your head elder?”


  “Elder Park—Jim Park.”


  “And who is this girl?” When he didn’t answer, she sighed. “I can see her on your membership roster. You have five seconds—”


  “Lara Priest.” Why am I even—


  “Okay. Thanks.” He heard a quavering exhale. “Preston is really marrying this girl?”


  “In less than two weeks now.”


  “Why contact me?”


  That was just the problem. Ty didn’t know—not in ways he could explain to anyone else, much less himself. “I—”


  “You want to know if she’s safe.”


  Part of him protested and said he knew Preston would never hurt her, but the argument, his possessiveness, the expectations… “I think a more accurate way of putting it is if she’ll be herself at the end of three to five years. I don’t think he’d harm her physically.”


  “That’s why Monica broke it off. Mr. St. James warned her. He said she’d have to be strong and assert herself to maintain herself. He’d had to do that with his wife and son.”


  That fit with Lara’s initial impression of him. He disapproved—and yet he didn’t. Isn’t that what she said? Something like that.


  “You still there?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Do something for me—for Monica.”


  He knew what it would be without her saying it, but Ty suspected she needed to. “What’s that?”


  “Make sure she knows. Give her my name and tell her she can call. Is there caller ID on your church phone there?”


  “Yes.” A weight lifted off Ty’s chest. “I need to thank you.”


  “What for?”


  “Saying that. I’ve resisted for personal reasons, but I knew it needed to be done, too.” He took a deep breath and exhaled as if it would offer the clarity his own jumbled thoughts kept muddied. “I’ll give her your number. She’s going nuts so it might not be until the week of the wedding while she’s out of town.”


  Once he disconnected, Ty replayed the conversation in his mind. Maybe that’ll be best. She can just stay away, and I’ll do the explaining.
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  Sunday night, after her car was packed and everything ready for her to go, Lara received a call from Preston. “Are you still leaving the week of our wedding?”


  Not for the first time in the last month or so, Lara almost said, “We need to postpone the wedding. We have too many issues to work through—the first being your lack of respect for my job.”


  But she didn’t. Her mouth opened, the words formed, but instead, Lara said, “Try to understand, Preston. If your job called you away this week, I would trust that Friday morning, when the photographer went to take you out for the reveal, you would be there, waiting to see how I look in your… however many great grandmothers it is… in that dress.”


  Though his tone screamed disapproval with its terse, cold words, Preston said the right ones. “What do I need to do while you’re gone?”


  “Relax. Pack for our honeymoon. I have my bags all packed and ready to go.”


  That caught his attention. “You do? Oh, for the show.”


  “No, Preston. For our honeymoon. I packed those bags, too. I’ll just keep my weekender with me and swap suitcases when I get into town on Friday morning. Everything is going to be okay.”


  “Thank you for that.”


  Lara couldn’t say how she knew he needed to tell her more, but she had no doubt. “What else is it, Preston?”


  “I called the caterer.”


  You did not change the menu. Tell me you did not change the menu.


  “I told him to rearrange tables based on menu preference, so the vegans are not subjected—”


  “Is that how you feel when you eat with me? When I go out of my way to try to eat the least offensive dish on the menu? You feel subjected to my choices?”


  “That’s not what I meant, Lara. I just don’t want my grandmother having to endure—”


  “Subject. Endure. Do you hear your words? So, what you are saying is that your family will not be subjected to the food choices of my family. So, our families won’t be getting to know each other because my family has the audacity to prefer fish to mushrooms.”


  She didn’t realize that she’d hung up on him until she reached the path that led to the parsonage. That is also when Lara realized that she’d left her house. The realization that she was crying came at the look of horror on Ty’s face when he opened the door and saw her standing there.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Preston.”


  Without a word, he stepped back and led her inside. A gentle shove at his couch, a box of tissue thrust into her hands, and an offer of tea or coffee followed. “Iced or hot?”


  “Sweet?”


  He shook his head. “More like semi-sweet.”


  “Perfect. I’ll take it. Thanks.” Lara punctuated her appreciation with a half-hiccoughed sob.


  With drinks in hand, he sat beside her and did what Ty always did best. He listened. If he’d attacked Preston, she wouldn’t have listened. Instead, he tried to help her see the other side, praised her for standing up to an injustice she felt, and offered to pray.


  He started to say something at the close of that prayer, but Lara preempted him. “Do you give talking and listening lessons?” Her head dropped to his shoulder. “I just wish I could talk to him like I do you. He has his ideas of what is right, and anything less isn’t enough.”


  That was enough to silence both of them. She sat there, reveling in the comfort of Ty’s arms—of a man who never looked for faults in her.


  He probably finds them, but he doesn’t go looking for them at least.


  They sat there, not speaking—just being—until Lara’s phone alarm told her it was time to go. “I have to be up at five.” She sat another ten minutes, not wanting that moment to end. Who knew that when I asked Ty to perform our wedding, he’d become one of my best friends? Who knew he was so understanding and kind?


  Ty poked her. “Come on. Get up. You need to get your sleep. I’m supposed to be doing a wedding on Friday—not a funeral.”


  At the door, unexpected and inexplicable tears formed. “I—”


  Ty wiped each one away as it escaped. “Sleep. We’ll talk in the morning. I’ll call around six?”


  “Sounds good. I’ll be awake and coherent by then.”


  Something in his gaze stole her breath. Lara’s lungs screamed for air, but she couldn’t inhale for anything. Ty leaned closer, and just as she felt certain he’d kiss her, he wiped away another tear.


  “Everything will be perfect in God’s time, Lara. Everything.” With a gentle nudge, he sent her on her way. “Sleep well.”
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  It was the last thing on his mind when he fell asleep and the first as he awoke. I almost kissed her. I swear she knew it. She wasn’t going to stop me.


  At five-thirty, he made coffee. At five thirty-five, he sipped and recalled every private or intimate moment they’d shared. At a quarter-to-six, Ty realized something. Our connection is stronger than hers with Preston—and healthier. Whatever made her agree to marry him?


  That was the problem, of course. She’d agreed to marry Preston. Women like Lara didn’t do that lightly. She’s engaged, and I’m in love with her. Ty’s gut roiled. I’m in love with an engaged woman.


  Had he confused her? Tempted her? Was he more like Preston than he realized? Did he see interest because he wanted to?


  Five fifty-five.


  His phone rang. “Hey, Ty!”


  At least she’s not awkward after last night. It was probably all in my head.


  “Can you do me a crazy favor?”


  “Sure.”


  “I forgot to take out my new purse, and if I don’t have it with me on the honeymoon, Preston will flip. Can you ask Brenna to get that for me and put it with my suitcase? I’ll just dump everything in when I pick it all up. I’d call her, but I need something else, too.”


  Flip over a purse. If I had any doubts…


  That was the problem. He didn’t. “Sure. What else can I do?”


  “Take the key from Brenna and meet my parents at the airport? They need help getting to town. Dad refuses to use GPS. He’s got everything printed out, but Mom’s already confused with the loop and everything. Can you lead them into town?”


  “Of course. Anything else? Pick up a few prime rib roasts and get them going first thing Friday morning?”


  Her giggle shot warm arrows through his heart, but her, “That’s why I love you. You’re awesome,” nearly did him in. “Actually, would you? I just realized that they could have it after we leave. Dad’ll want ‘real food.’”


  “Consider it done. I’ll get Mama to do it, so it’s done right. That woman knows her beef.”


  The time had come. However, just in time, he realized she might get emotional—cry. Can’t have her crashing because of tears or something… “Hey, Lara, are you where you can pull over for a minute?”


  “Well, if I need to. The highway is empty. It’s amazing. I think I want to drive late at night or super early in the morning from now on.”


  Okay… that’s reasonable. If she sounds upset, I’ll ask her to pull over then.


  “Ty? Why?”


  “Well, I have some concerns about the wedding—”


  Her laughter—just a tad high-pitched. “Um, the wedding’s in four days. You couldn’t have said something sooner?” Before he could respond, she said, “Oh, hey. There’s the tunnel ahead. If I cut out, I’ll call back as soon as I can. I think I remember cell service being spotty for like twenty miles on the other side of it. I’ll call you when I stop to eat or something.”


  “I’ve seen a few things with Preston—”


  He knew the moment she entered the tunnel. Her absence screamed in his ear. “Lord!”


  There was only one thing to do. Wait.
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  An enormous box arrived at ten-thirty. Return address—London Hutchins, Crossroads. “The dress…”


  Without hesitation, he called the store and asked for London. Ten minutes later, he had the garment bag hanging in his closet and orders on how to let the wrinkles hang out overnight before the wedding.


  Lara still hadn’t returned his calls. He’d tried a dozen times but nothing. Concerned that she might be avoiding bad news, he called Brenna and begged for help. Brenna’s calls went to voice mail, too.


  That left one option—the last one he wanted to employ but the best. Mama. With every petition he could shoot heavenward winging its way, Ty called home and waited for his mother to answer. “What’s up, son?”


  “How’d you know it was me?”


  “Got that Caller ID now—it’s in my package. See. Don’t need one of those fancy phones you are all after me to get. I’ve got all the perks with my don’t-need-to-charge-it phone.”


  He’d convince her someday, but today wasn’t the day. “How do you feel about cooking a couple of prime rib roasts on Friday afternoon?”


  “Do I get some?”


  “Of course.”


  “Happy to. What’s the occasion?”


  The idea had been percolating since before he’d even called about the dress, but now it solidified. “I’m hoping my wedding.”


  “Lara?”


  He swallowed at the bite in her tone. If Mama doesn’t approve…


  “Son, I asked you a question. Are you marrying Lara Priest?”


  “If she says yes… yes.”


  Laughter filled the phone. “Boy, you’ve got faith and a whole lot of something else.”


  I think I’ll abstain from the temptation to ask what that might be. “Do you like her?”


  “She’s perfect for you, but last I knew, she’s already getting married on Friday—to someone else.”


  The story came out—all about Preston, his controlling ways, the fact that she was likely a replacement for a beloved woman who died, that he’d tried to ignore his feelings, about the dress, about the flowers, and that he was about to call Tom Allen from Fairbury about performing the ceremony—just in case.


  “Back up. Did you just tell me that you’ve not counseled this young woman about the inadvisability of marrying someone whose faith you don’t share?”


  Uh, oh. When she throws around words like “inadvisability,” I’m in trouble. He tried agreement. “I know it was wrong, M—”


  “At best. I taught you better than that. The Bible teaches you better. She can’t marry someone who doesn’t believe—”


  “He believes, Mama. I spoke to their pastor about salvation, faith—it’s all in the shed blood of Jesus.”


  A rare, “Mmm… hmmm…” hinted at what would come next. “Tell me how that makes a bit of difference when one parent goes to church one day, and the other goes the next? How is that not going to teach the child that the Bible can’t be trusted? They’re both wrong to do it, and you and that other pastor are wrong to allow it.”


  He’d just started to explain Lara’s explanation of working for unity of faith when his mother broke in again. “And you have seen this man compromise at all, have you?” A second later, she added, “What do your elders say about this whole fiasco?”


  Ty’s throat went dry. Jim Park would blast him—and rightly so. I used my position to ignore my responsibility. He coughed. “Mama, I have to go. I need to call Elder Park.”


  “Second-best news I’ve heard all day.”


  “Second-best?”


  Her tone said she wasn’t angry. The lack of laughter said she still wasn’t content. “My son found a noble daughter to call wife.”


  “She hasn’t said yes, Mama.”


  “I’m off to pray. Until she says, ‘I do,’ to that stuffy guy if I have to. Keep me updated. Love you. Bye.”


  It took twenty minutes to work up the courage to call Elder Park and an hour to get off the phone again. His ears rang. His heart sat heavy in his chest. Time to pray myself… but first, I’ll try Lara once more. At least he didn’t tell me I couldn’t ask her.
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  At the hotel, Lara realized her phone was gone. She used the room phone, called the diner where she’d last stopped, and they said they’d turned three of them into the police that morning. “People leave them every day. We take ’em in every few days.”


  A call to the station left her frustrated. They’d have to call her back. Could they have a number where she could be reached? “Um, I suppose the hotel room. I’ll be gone most of the time, though.” She rattled off the number.


  “Cellphone?”


  “I don’t—” It occurred to her that it would prove they had it, so Lara rattled off that number. “Of course, you’ll have to answer it yourself—if you have it. That’s why I’m calling.”


  It didn’t bode well for Wisteria’s safety when the officer at the desk said, “Huh?”


  Not the brightest light on the cruiser…


  The clock in her hotel room said the trade show had opened an hour ago. Lara snatched up her denim purse, flung it over one shoulder, and bolted from the room.


  Between demonstrations, meals with industry professionals, and a cook-off between several restaurants, Lara didn’t arrive back at the hotel until after ten o’clock. The business center sat empty, so Lara hurried in to send off a couple of emails to her boss. The one thing she wanted most was the individual table bill wallets where each customer controlled the entire transaction—no more complaints that tip amounts were changed or someone had stolen the number.


  Just as she went to close out, she saw them. Five emails from Preston. The first subject read: Is your phone dead?


  The second: Are you okay?


  Third: Where are you?


  Fourth: Are you avoiding me?


  Fifth: I’m calling the police if I don’t hear from you.


  The contents of each raised her blood pressure just a little more… and a little more… until she heard buzzing in her ears and dizziness overtook her. Lara sat, eyes closed, and wondered what to do.


  He’s probably just worried that something will mess up the wedding. Another thought countered that one. But I told Ty I’d call him and he didn’t leave me threatening emails. Seriously? The police?


  By the time she’d steadied herself enough to make it to her hotel room, Lara had come to a decision. Preston has to agree to couples counseling at the dress reveal, or I postpone the wedding there and then. Her conscience said it wasn’t fair to spring it on him last minute like that.


  “Fine. I’ll do it now.”


  And before she could talk herself out of it, Lara stormed back down to the business center. A man sat there, scrolling through Facebook as if it held the answers to life’s problems. He nodded. She gave a weak smile and sat down at the computer next to him.


  In seconds, she’d logged into her account, pulled up a new email, and began typing.


  Subject: Cease and desist.


  It might not have been fair or kind, but Lara didn’t care.


  Dear Preston,


  I’ve lost my phone. I’ll pick it up on the way back home, but until then, I have no reasonable way to communicate except for the business center here at the hotel. This means I will NOT be responding to your repeated demands for my time. Seriously, Preston, reread your emails. Where’s the trust and care that you had when you asked me to marry you?


  Here’s the thing. I’m concerned about this—enough that I need to do something I hate. But it’s important. So listen. Because I’m totally serious.


  You need to send back an email with the subject line that reads “I agree” or that’s it. I’m postponing the wedding.


  This is what you need to agree to: semi-weekly counseling sessions for us during the first six months, at least, of our marriage. I’ll go to David Clary if that’s what you want. Ty would be my preference, but we can go somewhere neutral, too. I know Ty has lots of contacts.


  I mean it, Preston. Without that agreement, I will call off the wedding last minute.


  Love,


  Lara


  A weight she hadn’t realized she carried dropped and crushed her toes, but her arms felt lighter than they had in weeks. She logged out, hopped up, and bolted for the door. “Have a great night!”


  Only a mumble followed her out the door.


  Once back in her room, it occurred to her that she should have sent Preston an email about it, but just the thought of any other contact sent the weight crushing back on her. Is this why I had to come, Lord? Did I need this chance to get away and breathe before I do this?
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  On Wednesday, after meeting Lara’s family, Ty came to another decision. The St. James dress was out of the picture. Period. Even if she went ahead with the wedding, it needed to be in her dress.


  She’ll lose all autonomy in her marriage if she doesn’t start off making her own decisions.


  That left one option. He had to take the other dress and hide it. While Lara’s family wandered down to the Jumping Pig for dinner with the Kinsey girls, Ty drove to Lara’s parking stall behind The Birches and crept around the streets to the courtyard of Brenna and Lauren’s upstairs apartment.


  Black trash bag in hand, he tried the door and thanked the Lord for the girls’ lack of personal safety. His conscience protested each step inside a house he hadn’t been invited into. It further objected to him rifling through closets until he found the dress hanging in Brenna’s closet. It had to be Brenna’s. Lauren didn’t wear simple skirts, sweaters, blouses, and cardigans.


  He stuffed the dress in the trash bag and prayed a few wrinkles wouldn’t destroy a family heirloom. Against everything he’d ever taught kids in any Sunday school class he’d ever taught, Ty then prayed that he’d make it out of the apartment without being seen. Because it makes sense to ask the Lord to help you sin…


  By Thursday night, after the rehearsal and a rehearsal dinner that did nothing but make Lara’s family feel like outcasts, Ty’s guilt over his behavior evaporated. Each decision felt more justified than the last, and late-night emails from Lara only solidified his opinions.


  Thirty-two emails, in fact. Thirty-one of them from Preston to Lara and forwarded to him. Her email tore at his heart.


  Subject: Sending you a bunch of emails


  Dear Ty,


  Wish you were here to help me make sense of all this and keep me from overreacting. I sent Preston an ultimatum on Monday night. I told him if I didn’t get an email back saying that he agreed to six months of couples counseling, I would postpone the wedding.


  I didn’t tell him I was starting to think “indefinitely.”


  There, Ty cheered. He jumped from his chair and did a touchdown dance that any NFL player would envy—the closest he’d ever come to scoring anything in an athletic game. Eager, he went back to the email and scrolled down to read the next words.


  His heart sank.


  I couldn’t believe it when Preston’s reply came agreeing to it. He said anyone but you, which almost made me want to insist on you. But that wouldn’t be right. So I didn’t.


  Then I got these emails all week—even when he knew I didn’t have a phone to read them, and I have to go to the business center to do it.


  Ty, this week without him blowing up my phone with a million texts has been heavenly. I used to look forward to his sweet little, “How are you doing?” texts. Now, if I don’t respond in two minutes, he’s freaking out on me.


  What do you think?


  Can you come see me before the ceremony tomorrow? I need someone to help me work through this before I go off for a couple of weeks with him. Can you imagine coming home after that much constant companionship? He’ll freak out if I’m five minutes late getting home after work!


  Save me, Ty. Help me. I’m so confused.


  Love,


  Lara


  Ty glanced over at the tuxedo he’d rented hanging on the inside of his open closet door. I’ll send back an email outlining it all. If she doesn’t get it in time, I guess I’ll confess it all tomorrow, Lord. Then I’ll leave it in Your hands. Even if she’s not for me, please help her see that, if Preston is the man for her, he’s not ready yet.


  He swallowed hard and punched off the monitor. Please.
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  The sight of Preston’s car as Lara bolted past the chapel and to the classrooms where the bridal party had been set up to get dressed sent butterflies through her stomach. The only problem was that they felt more like the kind she’d gotten waiting in the principal’s office after throwing her drink in Derek Knight’s lap than because she was so excited to see him.


  Her more rational self argued. “It’s just nerves.”


  Lauren and Brenna met her at the door. Lauren took her purse and asked if her phone was in it. “I have your charger plugged in and ready.”


  “You are my favorite.”


  The girl gave her a sly smile. “Maybe… but I’ll get replaced soon enough.”


  Even Brenna shot her an odd look. “What are you talking about?”


  Lauren jerked her head left. Lara followed the motion and gasped. There, hanging over the supply closet door, was her dress—the one she’d chosen. “How—wha—? Did Preston—?”


  Brenna said, “He must have.”


  But Lauren protested. “Not hardly.”


  Lara had to agree that it wasn’t likely. “Where’s the St. James dress?”


  Both Kinsey girls shrugged. Brenna reached for the hanger. “I freaked out when it was gone, but I couldn’t get a hold of you. Then I showed up and saw that hanging and assumed you knew about it.” She stepped closer. “You really didn’t?”


  “Nope.” Lara grabbed her tote bag and began changing into her undergarments. “I’m so dead if anything happened to that dress.”


  A knock at the door sent Lauren flying. She barely opened it enough to let one pupil peer through before pushing it shut. “You can’t come in yet.”


  Muffled but distinctive, Ty’s voice came through. “Can someone come get me the minute Lara can see me? It’s important. Actually, wait. Did she get my email?”


  She shot Lauren a confused look. Lauren answered in the negative. “Should she—?”


  “No, I’ll come back in… ten minutes?”


  Lara nodded. “We talked about this. I need counsel. Tell him to come back in fifteen minutes. We’ll at least have the dress on by then.”


  “Thirty,” Brenna insisted. “Let’s get your hair up, too.”


  Lauren poked her head out. “Come back in forty-five minutes.”


  A shout of protest came from both Lara and Ty, but the girl remained obdurate. “You need to be ready. Then you can take all the time you need without worrying about it.”


  As right as the girl was, Lara spent every minute of the next forty-five fidgeting. Only her mascara remained when the knock came again. “I’ll get it. Let him in, will you?”


  Lauren shook her head. “You won’t get it. If you drop that wand, the dress is ruined. Brenna will do it with that sheet right where it is…”


  Brenna exited a minute later, and Lara turned to greet Ty. His eyes widened, and he froze in the middle of the room. “Wow… I knew you were gorgeous, but wow.”


  “It’s my dress, Ty. I don’t know what happened. And the St. James dress is gone and—”


  “Deep breath…” He took her hands, gazed down at her, smiled. “I wanted you to have options… for your wedding. You haven’t had a single thing that was what you wanted. So, I ordered your bouquet—it’s in the closet on the shelf in there, and I had London in Crossroads send your dress.”


  “London—this?”


  “Funny story there. I’ll have to tell you about it sometime. She really had fun with it.”


  “She bought the dress for me?” His inability to meet her gaze explained it all. “No, you did.” Lara’s heart cried out, Why couldn’t Preston be like that?


  Butterflies danced again, but this time in all the right ways as he said, “Love that dress, by the way. But I was wrong. You had the right to have whatever dress you chose. I did the same thing Preston did but in reverse. I’m sorry. I’ll go get the St. James dress if you want me to.”


  Three things hit her hard with those words. She did not want to wear the other dress, she did not want Preston to see her before she walked down the aisle in something other than the St. James dress, and there was something terribly wrong with that thought process. Lara chose to begin with the obvious. “Will you tell Preston I’ve decided against the reveal?


  “I’ll be back in just two minutes,” Ty promised. “Then we’ll go over a few things, okay?”


  She nodded. At the door, he lingered, gazing back at her with… well, something more than appreciation for the dress he’d purchased. Again, her stomach fluttered and then began somersaults. If this weren’t my wedding day, I’d swear Ty caused it instead of nerves.


  That thought shifted as she recalled the look in his eyes. Lara glanced back at the door, but Ty was gone. Lord, did I rush this relationship? We have so many problems, and every time we do, I compare him with Ty. She derailed that train of thought and exploded it just to be sure it didn’t go any further. I’m just nervous. That’s all. I’m overthinking everything.
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  If he hadn’t been convinced by everyone connected to Preston that the man had not hurt his beloved Monica, the stony, hard look the man gave him as he delivered the news that the reveal moment had been canceled would have convinced Ty that Preston was the man.


  I wish Frome wouldn’t give up on that case. I’d really like to know who killed Monica and why. Ty swallowed hard. I’d really like to know for certain it wasn’t Preston, and the only way to know that is for me to know who did.


  He hurried back to the bride’s room and knocked. “Lara?”


  She stood before the giant mirror they’d hung just for this purpose and fussed with a long comb of tulle at the back of her head. “I should have had you send Brenna. I’ll never get this in right.”


  Why he thought he could help, Ty didn’t know. But he stepped forward and took it from her hands. “Tell me what to do, and I’ll try.”


  As he fussed, Ty began again with an apology. “I owe you so many of them, actually. First, I was wrong not to admonish you to consider that marriage to Preston is unequally yoking yourself to another believer. Your faiths do not mesh. Your children will be confused and torn. Please forgive me for being more concerned about you not being upset with me than I was for your spiritual choices.”


  “I hadn’t thought of it that way. I mean, salvation issues—that’s what everyone says is important. And I really thought we’d go to both churches if it came down to that, but…”


  He could only guess what that “but” was. “But?”


  “He won’t. I know that now. He’s fixated on what he thinks is right and won’t deviate. I guess that’s good but…”


  “Not if he promised to do one thing and then doesn’t.” Ty sighed. “And that’s not all, unfortunately. Between the emails you sent, and what I’d begun to see, I did some research… and then researched some more.”


  He pulled out a printed picture of the engagement picture from the paper and unfolded it. “Do you recognize either of them?”


  “Well, that’s Preston, and she looks…” Lara leaned closer. “Almost like me. She’s prettier, though—gorgeous, really. Who—?” All color drained from her face until Lara looked like she’d tried out for a zombie bride movie. “Oh…”


  “Have you ever heard of Monica?”


  Shock brought the color back and then some. “No… not really. Just the name once.”


  One by one, Ty brought up everything. From the purse to the ring, everything. “I even found out this morning that Monica hated English roses and white roses. You chose—”


  “Both.” She shook her head. “It’s so creepy. Is Preston a creep?”


  “No one who knows him thinks so. I don’t, either. He’s still grieving, though. He needs help. When I talked to the grandmother, it seemed like she did, too. She hated Monica.”


  “What?” Lara spun, and her veil swooped around her like frosting on a cake.


  It felt like the proverbial salt in the wound, but he told her about the depth of the grandmother’s hatred of Monica, the way the wedding had been canceled, everything. Lara just stared. “I was just a replacement.”


  Throat aching, Ty nodded. “You deserve to be a man’s first choice. At the very least, I hope you will reconsider.”


  She paced. Three steps forward, three steps back. Her skirts becoming more twisted with each pass. “All these people. He’ll be so embarrassed. But…”


  Here goes everything. Ty stopped the pacing and took her hands. “There’s something else you should know.”


  “I don’t think I can take anymore.”


  “You can’t be blind to the fact that I love you… can you?”


  “I—”


  Ty shook his head. “That doesn’t matter. Ignore that. The rest of it is that I want to marry you. Today, six months, a year, two—whatever. We can do all the things however and whenever you want, but I know for sure you’re the one for me.”


  She gaped at him, a most unflattering expression. “Did you really say today?”


  “Everything’s ready. I’d love to marry you right now. Today. We have guests, a preacher, my tux is in the other room if you say yes. We can start a life today if you want. Or, if it’s too soon—”


  “Way too soon.”


  Disappointed, but not surprised, Ty assured her that he understood. “We can talk about it later.”


  “You’re right, though. I have to cancel the wedding. Should I talk to him here or…?” She shook her head and waved her hands as if warding off the bad guy in a horror movie.


  “Usually, I would say it’s best for one party to speak directly to the other, but I don’t trust Preston’s reaction.”


  Relief filled him when she nodded her agreement. “I’ll go let Preston know, give him a chance to leave, and then tell everyone else that the wedding has been canceled. Just stay put. It’s almost over.”


  Maybe it was selfish. It might even have been wrong. Ty didn’t allow himself the time to think. He kissed her cheek, squeezed her hands, and strode from the room.
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  The door snicked shut, and Lara stared at it. Empty. Something deep within propelled her to it and twisted her hand on the knob. It opened. She peered around the corner to see the back of Ty’s gray suit halfway down the hall. Her heart cried out to him.


  He didn’t hear it.


  “Ty?” It came out as a whisper, and again, he didn’t hear it. She swallowed and forced volume into her voice. “Ty?” This time, it wasn’t much more than a murmur, but he heard her.


  From opposite ends of a well-lit hallway, their eyes met. It only took a moment for him to hurry back. “What’s wrong?”


  Lara tugged him into the room and pushed the door shut. “Is it crazy that I don’t want you to leave?”


  “Probably.”


  “I…” His hand on her cheek—why did it feel so right when in five minutes she should be hearing a prayer prayed over her and Preston? “We really can’t do this today.”


  He agreed, and she wanted to argue with him, but how could she argue with a guy agreeing with her? “But—”


  This time, he cradled her face in his hands. “Lara, it’s all ready if you want it. I have rings, a tux, your bouquet—your bouquet. Your dress, a minister—”


  “You’re that sure?”


  Something flickered in his eyes—something that looked suspiciously like disappointment. “I’m that sure, but I want you to be, too.”


  “People will be so confused.” Before he could say anything, Lara shook her head. “Who cares? This is about us and what we want for our lives, not what people expect.”


  Ty agreed.


  “We’ve never even been on a date, though. That’s just weird.”


  “It is.”


  Lara shot him a look designed to silence him. It worked. Meanwhile, she kept talking through her thoughts. “Then again, dating was probably weird once. If we’re okay with it, why not?”


  Ty only nodded.


  “Lauren would be happy. She’s made a million hints about how stupid Preston is and how great you are over the past three months.” A giggle escaped. “Well, she had that right.”


  Lara stepped closer, watching him. “Is it crazy that I want to say yes?”


  Ty leaned forward, ready to kiss her, and the realization that it wasn’t the first time pierced her conscience. Lara held him back with one hand and tried not to wince at the disappointment on his face. “Can you give me a few minutes to pray about it—go tell Preston and his family, tell the St. James guests that I apologize for the hassle and that all gifts will be returned?” At his nod, she added, “And ask Brenna to come here?”


  “We’ve got all the time in the world.” Lara eyed him until he added, “But only until about three-thirty if you want to do this today.” With a squeeze of her hand, he was gone.


  Lara prayed until she heard the soft click of the door closing in place. A glance up showed Brenna standing there. “It’s over?”


  “He was marrying me because I remind him of someone. Ty thinks he’s grieving still.”


  “Grieving? The other someone died?”


  The whole story spilled—every bit that she could remember. “Do you want that purse? It’s more you than me, and I don’t want it at all.” Lara gazed down at the ring on her finger. “Where’s Lauren?”


  “Outside the door. Where else?”


  As she removed the ring from her finger, Lara called for Lauren. “Find Preston and give this to him, will you?”


  “Sure, but…”


  Brenna just shook her head. “She’s not keeping it, Lauren. Go!”


  “All right, I’m going. I still say it’d be a good down payment on a house…”


  The moment the door shut behind Lauren, Lara turned her attention back to Brenna. “Ty wants to marry me. Today.”


  “Um… isn’t that a bit sudden? You go from one guy to the next in one day?” A small smile played around the corners of Brenna’s lips. “Maybe you should give yourself a little time to deal with everything.”


  Something from deep within her bubbled up and over. Lara paced and talked through her thoughts. “You know what I think? I think I’ve hid the fact that I am in love with him from myself and everyone else until I feel like I’m going to burst. Now I don’t have to hide it anymore—not from me. Not from you, not from him… Why wouldn’t I want—?” She choked back the question and tried another one. “Should I?”


  That small smile grew into the biggest grin Lara had ever seen on Brenna. “I’ve tried to tell you something for the last three months, but I didn’t know how—didn’t think it would be right to butt in just because of what I think or like but…”


  “But what?”


  “You’ve never talked about Preston the way you talked about Ty. If I wanted to be one of the men in your life, I’d want to be Ty.”


  A knock on the door sent Lara flying to it, ready to tell Ty she’d do it. Two men stood there, her father and Mr. St. James. “Oh…”


  Her father hugged her. “I heard from Ty—are you sure?”


  “She’s sure.” Mr. St. James gave her a look that spoke of genuine affection—more than she’d ever seen from him. “My son wasn’t ready. You were good for him, so I ignored that he wasn’t good for you. I owe you an apology for not looking out for you.”


  If someone had told her that she’d be standing in her chosen dress, on her wedding day, contemplating marrying another man, and hugging Mr. St. James with genuine regret that he wouldn’t be a part of her upcoming life, Lara would have laughed. Instead, she fought back tears that might ruin her makeup—makeup she might need to look nice.


  Maybe…


  Mr. St. James paused at the door. “I hope you’ll be happy, Lara. We’ll get him the help we should have years ago. He won’t contact you again. I give you my word.”


  Her father kissed her and told her to change. “I’ll go send everyone home.”


  At the door, just as her father reached for the knob, Lara cried out. “Dad, no! Just hold on.” Her panic at the idea of him sending everyone home began to solidify her thoughts. “Don’t say anything yet. See if you can get Mom and Yvette to sing something. And send Ty in.”


  “What’s going on?”


  She shrugged. “I’m not sure yet, but Brenna will fill you in on possibilities. I really need to see Ty… now.”


  The room emptied, and she prayed again until she felt Ty’s hands on her shoulders. With eyes still closed, she asked, “Do you think it’s unhealthy to marry someone when you were engaged to someone else less than an hour ago?”


  “Maybe…” His breath tickled her cheek. “But I don’t think it’s a problem. Mama knows, Elder Park knows—”


  “Because I want to say yes.”


  He turned her to face him, his eyes searching her face for the answer to a question he hadn’t yet asked. That question followed. “You do? Why?”


  “Because the idea of not marrying you hurts my heart. I wouldn’t have felt that way with Preston, even a few weeks ago—disappointed, maybe, but not hurt.”


  After fumbling in his pocket, Ty pulled out a ring and laid it on her palm. “Lara, will you marry me?”


  “Yes.” Her heart did flip flops, flop flips, and somersaults at the look in his eyes. “Today, even.”


  “I’ll go put on that tux.”


  She kissed his cheek and whispered, “I’ll meet you at the end of the aisle in ten minutes.”


  “I’d better hurry, then.” And with that, he was gone.


  Lara stood there, staring at the simple ring with its modest diamond. “He’s the one, Lord. He’s the one. Thank You.”
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  Black suit, his glasses in his tux pocket, birth certificate, too. Ty stood at the front, Mitchell in a shirt and tie—no jacket—to one side of him. At the last second, he remembered something.


  Ty bolted from the room, raced to the kitchen, and returned with six Ziploc bags of rose petals—pale yellow. He tossed three at Mitchell and hurried down one side of the aisle, creating the runner Lara had asked for. Mitchell followed just a few steps behind on the other side. Half a bag’s worth remained at the end, so Ty knocked on the double doors at the back of the chapel and handed that bag to Brenna. “Just in case she wants you to,” he whispered. And at that, he and Mitchell took off for their places.


  Just as they reached the front and stood waiting again, the doors opened, and Brenna stepped out. One hand held her bouquet of lilies. The other dropped a few petals as she moved along. One here… one there… until she reached the front.


  The doors closed again. Ty risked a glance at Lara’s mother and found the woman mopping her eyes. A glance at Mama found her beaming. She’ll sob later. A wink told her she’d read his thoughts.


  The cellist shifted from one classical piece Ty didn’t know to another. The doors opened, and Lara stepped into view. Lord, with all my mistakes… is she really doing this?


  The slow, steady walk of brides the world over became a near jog. A titter rippled over the room as Lara practically dragged her father to the altar. Tom Allen stepped forward and asked, “Who gives this woman to be married?”


  Mr. Priest shrugged. “Beats me. Girl can’t make up her mind.” He gave Ty an apologetic look. “Not that I care. You’re a better choice in my book.”


  Lara kissed the man’s cheek and shoved him toward his assigned seat. Turning back to Tom, she said, “I do—wait. No, God does.”


  Tom prayed. He read I Corinthians chapter thirteen. Instead of personalized vows, Tom offered classic vows rewritten with scriptural phrasing. “Do you, Tychicus Barnabas Jamison—?”


  Lara snorted. “Tychicus?”


  He nodded.


  “Barnabas?”


  Again, he nodded. Mama’s voice rang out, “With a last name like Jamison, I knew I needed a couple of solid Bible preachers to ensure my boy embraced his calling.”


  Laughter rippled across the room as Ty promised to love, honor, and cherish his wife—to live with her in an understanding way. What Lara vowed, he didn’t hear. His mind still reeled with the wonder that he stood there, in front of his congregation, marrying a woman he’d expected to bind to another man that day.


  “—now pronounce you husband and wife. Ty, you may kiss your bride.”


  An air of expectation built as he slipped one arm around her waist and pulled her close. Unwilling to be rushed, he allowed himself the pleasure of memorizing every nuance of her face. The way her eyes crinkled at the corners when she smiled. His thumb traced the outline of her lips, and he breathed in the scent of a perfume he hoped she’d wear until he couldn’t smell anymore.


  Once their lips finally met, time froze, even as the moment warmed him from lips to toes and back again. In the fuzzy, foggy back of a mind lost in a kiss like he’d never imagined, Lauren Kinsey’s voice pressed forward and blared in his ears. “Come up for air! You’ll suffocate her—or us!”


  Ty broke away only long enough to say, “Hey! I’ve waited a really long time for this and seen too many others I did not want to see. Just deal with it.”


  The congregation’s laughter gave him another minute to lose himself in the rest of a kiss he considered unfinished. He might never have stopped had he not felt Tom’s hand on his shoulder, turning him toward the congregation. That’s when the hoots and hollers of the guests filled his ears—Mama the loudest, of course.


  Over the din—the excruciatingly embarrassing din—Tom introduced Mr. and Mrs. Tychicus Jamison to the congregation.


  And Lara snorted. Again.
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  It took forty-five minutes to get to the Rockland County Clerk’s office, thirty-five minutes to get the license, and an hour and fifteen minutes to make it back to the reception. They didn’t run into traffic, an accident, or any other of the usual reasons for trips to take longer than expected.


  It had more to do with stops every ten to fifteen miles for “get to know you” sessions. Lara refused to apologize for or feel guilty about them, either. They pulled into New Cheltenham and into Lara’s parking stall at three-thirty. “I’ll be down in like two minutes,” she called as she bolted from the car.


  Ty laughed and followed. “What?”


  “You couldn’t get out of that thing without Brenna’s help. Do you really think you’re going to get it done up again without at least a little?”


  Oh, Lord, help. He was right.


  His laughter followed her into her apartment. She made it into her room and managed to lock the door—for reasons Lara couldn’t explain, even to herself—and pulled off the jean shorts and t-shirt she’d worn to get that license.


  Getting into the dress—easy. Zipping it up to the halfway mark? Equally easy. Buttoning even one of the twenty little buttons that held the mesh upper back together? Impossible.


  There wasn’t anything she could do. She’d have to get his help or call for Brenna.


  Except that she’d left her phone at the church.


  Ty entered the moment she unlocked the door. “Are you okay?”


  “Embarrassed.”


  Without a word, and without the tender, romantic moment she’d imagined as she’d stood there wondering what to do, Ty fumbled his way through fastening the buttons and stepped back. The mirror that hung on her door caught his reflection—the unease, the uncertainty, the rejection.


  “Ty?”


  “Hmm?”


  “It wasn’t you. I felt awkward getting Brenna’s help the first time.”


  That’s all it took for him to kiss her again, and that’s all she needed to feel like everything was back the way it should be. “Let’s get to the reception before people start blowing up your phone asking where we are.”


  “So, that’s why you left yours at the church.”


  “Nope.” Lara hooked her arm in his and froze at the sight of her face. “First stop, classroom for a repair job. And I left it at the church because I didn’t carry it down the aisle.”


  The greatly-reduced crowd of guests cheered as they entered the reception hall. The deejay shifted from a popular tune to “Lara’s Theme.” Lara shot a look at Brenna, who shook her head. Lauren, however, grinned. Good one, kid.


  With tulle billowing overhead and tied back with—were those white roses instead of lilies?—Pastor Allen called Mitchell, Brenna, Ty, and Lara to the front of the room and asked for the license. Not once had Lara ever seen a bride and groom sign a license. No wedding she’d ever attended had a signing ceremony. However, Pastor Allen stood there, and as everyone signed, spoke a few words.


  “We all witnessed the vows Ty and Lara took today. As they sign this legal document, let’s remember that you all agreed to hold them to those vows—to help them keep each one. If you see a pattern of disrespect in Lara, speak to her in love. If you see Ty being self-centered instead of giving himself up for her, call him on it. This is what the body of Christ does for one another. There is no love in ignoring sin.”


  At the close of that little ceremony, Ty took a selfie of them and asked for London Hutchins’ number. He typed out a message and passed it to her. Lara read it aloud. “The dress fits perfectly—no inflatable underwear necessary. Thanks for going the extra mile to get it to us on time.”


  “Inflatable underwear?”


  Lauren laughed. “Oh, this is gonna be good. I can’t wait for you to hear this one.”


  Ty just pulled Lara into his arms and swayed with her to the music. “Shall we talk about how you didn’t find the guy who stole the St. James dress?”


  “Who needed to find him? I saw him carry it out of our house in a black trash bag!”


  While Ty gaped, Brenna scolded. “And you let the whole town panic for Lara over it?” If Brenna hadn’t been smiling, Lara might have felt a little sorry for Lauren.


  “Sure. I couldn’t let anyone find it until Ty convinced Lara not to wear it.”


  “I swear,” Ty blurted out. “That girl knows what people are thinking before they can think it.”


  Ready to dodge that subject, Lara gave an affected sigh. “There’s only one thing wrong now.”


  “What’s that?” His rumbly murmur in her ear sent shivers down Lara’s spine.


  “I had that old saying all worked out. I had the old wedding dress, the new ring, the borrowed wedding dress—because who says you can’t use the same thing twice, right?—and blue forget-me-nots on my big toenails.”


  Lauren jumped in on that one. “Well, now you have a new dress, and you still have the blue flowers on your toes.”


  “I could say we borrowed this wedding from the St. Jameses…” Lara winced. “They did pay for most of it.”


  “Here.” Earrings appeared in Lara’s line of sight, and her mother winked as she added, “I get those back. They’re old and borrowed.”
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  As Mama and a few of her friends served prime rib to the remaining guests, Ty sat at the head table, one arm around Lara, and resisting the urge to salivate. Lara watched the proceeding with an expression he couldn’t read. “What is it?”


  “The food… the flowers… all of it. It wasn’t about Preston not liking my choices, was it?”


  “What makes you say that?”


  In that dazed-like way people have as they work through new ideas, Lara tried to explain. “I just thought he wanted what he thought looked better—like the lilies. Or, what was best for their guests—the food. That wasn’t it at all, was it?”


  Still, Ty didn’t follow. “I don’t know what you mean.”


  “I think it was… and I can see it in some of the things he said now, even. I think it was all a recreation of his wedding with Monica. She didn’t like my flowers, and she chose lilies. She didn’t have meat at the reception.” Lara gave him a weak smile. “It’s not important, of course, but things just make more sense now.”


  His phone blipped, and out of habit, he glanced at the screen but ready to stash it away again. A text message. From Detective Frome.


  Just heard the news. St. James Sr. called to report his mother-in-law’s confession. Had a breakdown after that wedding didn’t happen. Threatened a Lara Priest. She’s been taken for a psych eval.


  The message went on to say that Preston IV had been taken in for giving a false police report. He knew what his grandmother had done, and he’d hidden it when he found out—even after being asked by the authorities.


  The bottom line was simple. The people who needed to get help were about to get it, and Mr. St. James had ensured it the moment he knew Lara could be in danger. Thank You, Lord. Thanks that I can tell Lara that Mr. St. James really did care about her.


  Something Lauren said at the end of the table jerked him from his prayer. “What was that?”


  Lauren popped a bite of prime rib into her mouth and talked around it. “It’s good! Really!” The girl shrugged when he didn’t respond. “I just liked the mushroom steak better.”


  The End
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  1. Much of the heartache in this book could have been avoided had Ty not succumbed to the temptation to avoid upsetting someone. How often do we allow the fear of man to stifle what should be said or done?


  Proverbs 29:25 & Proverbs 27:6


  2. Ty considered the practice of Lara’s and Preston’s individual faiths to be too disparate to be wise. Can believers be unequally yoked with other believers? After all, the Scriptures speak specifically about unbelievers. Right? What Scriptures would you use to support your conclusion?


  3. Several people hinted and outright expressed concern about Preston, but Lara didn’t take it seriously. What does the Bible say about listening to the counsel of others?


  Proverbs 12:15 & Proverbs 15:31-33


  4. Coming from the other side, when should we be willing to speak up and share our concerns. Is the accusation of judgment a valid reason to refrain? What Bible verses speak to this issue?


  5. When Lara told Preston about Ty’s question regarding pornography, he was appalled. Do you think that is a valid question to be addressed before marriage? Why or why not? What Scriptures support your position?


  6. Lara considered reading “steamy” romance novels to be equivalent to pornography for her. Does she offer a valid argument, or is she giving too much weight to fiction? How would Philippians 4:8 play into your answer?


  7. Mr. St. James knew of his son’s problems but chose not to enlighten Lara about the issue. At what point does a believer have the responsibility to “interfere,” and when should she “mind her own business?”


  8. When Mr. St. James learned the truth of his mother-in-law’s actions, did he make the right choice to involve the police when it was obvious she wasn’t in her right mind? Do you think he would have done it if she hadn’t threatened Lara? What about Preston? Was he wrong to hide his knowledge of her crime from the police? If any of them didn’t know how to handle the situation, what could they have done differently instead of ignoring the problem?
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  Hello Crossroads Reader!


  I pray that you enjoyed getting to know Ty and Lara and were blessed by their journey of faith, love, and trust that whenever your plans need to shift to match with God’s plans for you.


  It is now my great joy to introduce the third book in this collection, Black Belt, White Dress by the unquestionably brilliant author, Hallee Bridgeman. I first met Hallee when we began planning the very first Crossroads Collection and have enjoyed getting to know her better with each one since. While I enjoy sharing a love of Christian fiction with her, I think what has impressed and blessed me most is her fierce love and advocacy for her autistic son. Her blog posts, social media posts, and conversations revolve around her love for her boys and her determination to embrace her son for who God created him to be. It’s taught me much about characters in ways that I don’t think she could have anticipated.


  In Black Belt, White Dress, Hallee introduces you to Deputy Sheriff Traci Winston, a girl with a “dude-tude” that grates on her “ribbons and bows” mom just as much as her mother’s tea parties and pink chiffon annoys Traci. Traci agrees to marry Taekwondo Master Travis Seaver just as long as they exchange vows at 2000 feet while skydiving over the Grand Canyon. However, Traci’s terminally ill mother’s dying wish is that her only daughter experience the lavish princess wedding she never had. Traci finds herself trying on elaborate white dresses and planning an unbelievably elaborate ceremony in their hometown church, complete with bouquets, butterflies, and bow ties.


  Please enjoy this story of honoring your parents, marriage, and learning about God’s perspective of the husband/wife relationship – even when the personalities are extreme!
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  Traci Winston faced the man standing in front of her. He had three inches on her five-foot, seven-inch height, and probably outweighed her by fifty pounds or more. She fisted her hands and slightly rose onto the balls of her feet. A bead of sweat ran down her back, tickling as it made a path along the tensed muscles, but she ignored it. Instead, she watched his eyes, gauging when he would make his move. As expected, she caught a flare of his eyes just as his leg came forward to sweep her feet out from under her. Anticipating that move, she sprang up and executed a perfect jump kick into his chest, sending him flailing backward. With his balance compromised, she landed and turned her body to side kick into his ribs, sending him all the way down.


  The command from Master Travis Seaver ended the spar and she relaxed, reaching down to help her opponent up. He hesitated before taking her hand but finally relented and allowed her to assist him. Once he had gained his feet, she slapped his hand between the two of hers as a silent acknowledgment. With Master Seaver’s next command, they bowed to each other and shook hands once more, then jogged to their places in the formation.


  With a third-degree black belt and as the highest-ranking member of the group, Traci led the class in the ritual dismissal, then made her way to the dressing room. In no time she had changed out of her dobak and into a pair of jeans and a T-shirt commemorating a Thanksgiving 5K she’d run last November. She pulled on a pair of socks and slipped her feet into her well-worn leather boots, tossed her dobak into her bag with her deputy sheriff’s uniform, and pulled the band out of her hair, letting the straight blonde tresses loose from their braid for the first time since her six a.m. shower that morning.


  On her way out of the locker room, she hit the switch for the light, leaving a dark room behind her. Because she already had boots on, she walked along the outer edge of the mat and went to Travis’ office. Pictures of him in various jump kicks graced the walls, and a large frame of his advancement in belts from white to his current fifth-degree black belt hung above a large bookshelf. He sat at his computer, frowning as he typed with two fingers. He always frowned at his computer screen. The warm glow of the desk lamp made the reddish highlights in his dark hair glow as if it had a halo. When she came into the office, he shut the lid of the laptop and pulled it from the port.


  “There she is,” he greeted with a smile. He’d already changed into jeans and a blue T-shirt with his company logo on the back. He stood and came around the desk.


  “Hey, you.” His arm slipped around her waist, and his warm lips covered hers. After dating for over two years, she kept expecting to get used to the feel of him, the smell of him, the taste of him, but every single time, it swept her away. She put her fingers on the sides of his face and felt his soft beard against the palms of her hands. He pulled her even closer and gripped the back of her hair. The intensity of emotions he pulled out of her made legs quiver and drew a moan from deep inside of her. She started to step closer, to wrap her arms around his neck and deepen the kiss, but he moved his hands to her hips and stepped back, putting some distance between them as he slowly gentled the kiss.


  When he lifted his head, he stared down at her. She thought she could drown in the intensity of his green eyes. He brushed a strand of hair off of her cheek then pressed his lips against her forehead.


  She stepped back, immediately missing the feel of his body heat. She felt the silly grin on her face. A little breathless, she asked, “How has your day been?”


  “Taught hand-to-hand at the police academy today. That’s always a good time.” He rubbed a hand over his beard. His eyes lit up with amusement and he winked at her.


  Feeling a warm rush of emotion as she remembered three years ago back to the first time she met him at the police academy, she grinned. “I didn’t know what I didn’t know until you got a hold of me.”


  “Ha!” He grabbed his keys out of his desk drawer. “Ready?”


  “Yes. I’m starving.” They didn’t have a lot of time during most weeks to spend together, but the days she could attend his last class, they always had dinner after. It made for a late night since the class ended at eight, but having the chance to share a meal with him made it worth it.


  Most places in Charula, Kentucky closed by eight. That limited their meal choice options. They could drive to another town, which they’d done a few times. They could drive outside of town to the intersection with the interstate and hit a fast food place, which did not appeal to either of them. Usually, they went to Betsy’s, the diner near the courthouse. Betsy stayed open until ten on weeknights and eleven Fridays and Saturdays to accommodate the mill’s second shift that ended at nine. They could walk to it, the dinner crowd had already ended by eight-thirty, the mill crowd hadn’t started yet, and they both enjoyed the simple, homemade fare.


  The early-spring evening felt nice and the peak of the sunset lit Main Street with reds and golds reflecting off of the storefront windows. Last week it had snowed. This week, the temperatures rocketed to the mid-70s, a typical early April week in central Kentucky. Traci slipped her hand into Travis’ and leaned into his arm as they walked. She carried her bag because she’d go straight home from the diner. They strolled down Main Street toward the river, passing the Main Street Church and Two Sisters’ flower shop, then crossed the road to the diner. Travis reached around her and opened the door, the jingling of the bells announcing their arrival.


  “Hi, kids,” Betsy Bates said from behind the counter. She had cheaply dyed brown hair, hard ice-blue eyes accented by too much mascara, and the weathered and wrinkled face of a woman who had spent most of her youth working on a farm. As one of her favorite people, those eyes lit up whenever she saw Travis. “How’s things?”


  “Been a day,” Traci answered with a smile. She and Travis slid into their usual booth. “But it’s Tuesday. You got any meatloaf left?”


  “Only because I figured you two would be in tonight. I had to squirrel a slice away for ya.” She looked at Travis. “Whatcha want, darlin’?”


  “Hmmm. Let’s do grilled chicken salad. Oil and vinegar dressing.”


  Traci propped her chin in her hands and smiled at him. “I refuse to give up meatloaf. I’d rather work out an extra hour tomorrow morning to make up for it.”


  He smiled and reached for her hand. “I have a tournament coming up. We can celebrate my win by eating meatloaf.”


  “Deal.” She stared into his eyes, her heart rate increasing just from touching his hand. How did he do that?


  When Betsy set their drinks next to them, it startled her. She hadn’t even heard her approach. “When are you two lovebirds going to make it official?”


  She stood there, hands on her skinny hips, staring down at them as if her question merited a serious response.


  Travis just grinned up at her. “God’s timing is perfect, eh, Miss Betsy?”


  “Well, sure. But if He’s talkin’ and you ain’t listening, who’s that on?”


  She walked away without waiting for his answer. Traci laughed at her back, but when she looked at Travis again, her mouth went dry and the ability to make sound fled. The intensity of his look took her breath away. “What?” she croaked out.


  “Let’s do it.”


  Oh, she didn’t like the sound of this. She pulled her hand from his and gripped it in her lap. “Do what?”


  “Get married.”


  No. No. No. The word tripped around inside her head. No way. Her mother would become like a ravenous dog with a bone. She couldn’t possibly put herself in that position.


  Even though the words screamed in her head, none of them would come out of her mouth, giving Travis leave to root around in the front pocket of his jeans and pull out a velvet ring box.


  Oh no! He’d even bought a ring? He had it in his pocket?


  Without warning, without waiting for some silent clue from her that this was in any way okay, he slid out of the booth and got down on one knee in front of her. She stared at him as if her eyes could will him back up and back into his seat. When he opened the box, her jaw fell open.


  Instead of staring at some ridiculously large marquee cut stone glinting in the fluorescent lights of the diner, she stared at a black silicone ring with a crystal embedded in it, flush with the silicone. Her shocked eyes darted back and forth between the ring and his solemn expression. Emotions flooded her chest, tears sprang to her eyes, and she covered her mouth with one hand to hold back the sob.


  “Traci,” he started, then cleared his throat and continued. “Traci, I love you. I have loved you from the moment you flattened me with a reverse round kick. Putting your black belt on you is one of my happiest memories. I would love to marry you, to love you for the rest of my life, to go to bed next to you at night and wake up next to you in the morning. Will you marry me and be my partner in life, with God as the head of our home?”


  He understood her! He wanted to marry her even though she would never be what society considered wife material. Instead of some impractical girly bauble, he had bought her a ring she could wear to work, to workout, to spar. It even matched her uniform.


  “Yes.” The word escaped on a laughing sob. Where had that come from? She didn’t know which one of them felt more surprise at her affirmative answer. He slipped the silicone band onto her finger and stood, keeping a light grip on her fingers. He slipped his hand around to the back of her neck and leaned over, pulling her lips to his. Though brief, the kiss completely took her breath away. An intensity that didn’t exist before flowed from her chest, causing a wave of heat to move outward and down to even the tips of her fingers. Trapped in the booth, her hand still in his, she couldn’t do much more than try to lean closer.


  “Well. ‘Bout time. Sup’s on.”


  At Betsy’s words, Travis lifted his head and looked down at her, then winked. Traci stared up at him, mind blank, heart pounding. As he let go of her hand, she felt the real world flood back, and she gripped her hands in her lap.


  Betsy stood behind him, holding a plate piled high with meatloaf, mashed potatoes, green beans, and gravy. In her other hand she carried a garden salad topped with grilled chicken. She had tucked the bottle of oil and vinegar under her arm.


  Travis blushed and slid back into the booth across from Traci. She reached for the fork sitting on top of the white napkin but could not take her eyes off of Travis’ face.


  Had she seriously just agreed to get married? Her mother’s office came to mind, with the fake zebra rug and the pink leather furniture. She couldn’t do that to herself. She just couldn’t.


  After Betsy walked away, Travis held out his hand for her to take it so that they could pray over the meal together. As she set her fingers into his palm, she said, “Let’s not do a wedding. How about we do something fun instead.”


  He stared at her for several seconds as if already disapproving of the notion. “Like what?”


  After running her tongue over her teeth, she grinned and said, “I know! How about we say our vows while skydiving over the Grand Canyon? We were going to go there this summer, anyway.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  “What about the bridal party? That could get expensive.”


  She shook her head. “Just you, me, and a minister.”


  His eyebrows knitted. “You’d seriously rather exchange vows alone while free falling a few thousand feet than walk just a few yards down the aisle of our local church with our friends and family there?”


  “Yeah! I think it would be amazing!”


  He narrowed his eyes and stared at her, finally saying, “Whatever you want. You’re the bride. It’s going to be your day. But you’re going to tell her. Not me.”


  Pursing her lips, she asked, “Will you go with me?”


  His eyebrow slowly raised. “It’s going to have to be tonight because you and I both know she’ll hear about it before tomorrow.” Gesturing with his head toward Betsy, he squeezed her fingers. “But I will go with you.”
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  Traci’s family had lived in Charula since the settlement of the town in the early 1800s. She had a list of great-grandfathers who held various official positions within the town, including her own grandfather who had served as mayor for two election cycles. Her mother, Michelle, however, had never really lived up to the Winston family expectations. Not only had she gotten pregnant at fifteen, but she’d also never gotten married and had never had any other children. Traci’s grandfather died complaining that the family name would fade away in a sea of pink tulle and fairy dust.


  He did, however, build an apartment on top of the garage where Michelle and Traci lived. He adored Traci and doted on both of them until he died, leaving Michelle his riverfront home that sat at the end of Main Street. Traci still lived in the garage apartment. She couldn’t see the sense in moving out and paying rent somewhere else when now she could walk to work, walk to Travis’ academy, and walk to almost anywhere else she needed. It did put her within arm’s reach of her mother, which could be maddening most of the time, but between work and a busy life, that had less of an impact than it could have.


  Tonight, she and Travis walked up to the main house, past the wooden sign at the end of the walkway that read, “Enchanted Events”. A wooden purple butterfly perched on the top of the sign post. Her mother planned and prepared all kinds of events, but took particular delight in weddings.


  The downstairs windows glowed with light, so Traci looked through the window to make sure her mother didn’t have a client. At the visual all-clear, she used her key to unlock the front door and stepped into her mother’s world.


  To her right sat the sitting room of the house. Her mother had converted it into an office. A fake zebra rug lay spread out on the polished hardwood floor. Pink leather wing-backed chairs faced a glass desk. Pink wallpaper, gold accents, and white bookshelves proclaimed the word feminine with a frilly, satiny, undeniably soprano voice.


  To her left sat a waiting room with purple leather couches, a white shag rug, and silver accents. Here, happy couples could browse through color samples, menu ideas, and table settings. Traci knew that through the door of the waiting room, she’d find the dining room set with twelve different settings showing different possibilities. Despite her distaste of the entire ordeal, she thought her mother’s marketing in the dining room rather clever. Potential brides could touch and see and imagine all right there instead of just pictures in a catalog.


  “Mama?” Traci yelled, coming into the waiting room.


  The dining room door burst open, and Michelle Winston bounded through it. She had perfectly thick and naturally wavy blonde hair that got weekly highlighted touch-ups at her favorite salon, high cheekbones, large blue eyes framed by permanent fake eyelashes and perfectly applied eyeliner, and the kind of figure that swimsuit models hoped they’d have at the age of thirty-five, much less Michelle’s forty. Today she wore a fuchsia colored shirt that clung tightly to her body, white pants belted at her skinny waist, three-inch heels that matched the shirt to perfection, and a gold necklace with a large pink and purple butterfly.


  “Traci, darling,” she greeted, coming toward her with arms outstretched. Traci gave her a small hug then immediately stepped away as Michelle exclaimed over Travis’ unplanned visit. “What a nice surprise and, oh, you brought that dashing young man with you, too.”


  Travis made a slight bow and greeted, “Good evening, Michelle.”


  Her mother nodded in agreement. “Well, it is, now. I can put on the kettle. We can have tea.”


  “That’s okay,” Traci said, “we just finished eating.”


  Michelle frowned. “So late. That’s not good for you.”


  The two-sentence lecture made Traci’s neck bristle, but she would not react. “We have some news,” she said with a tight smile.


  “Oh?”


  She held up her left hand and displayed the black silicone ring on her finger. “We’re getting married!”


  Michelle put both hands up to her face and said, “Oh! Oh! I’m, just so, oh!”


  Travis’ arm came around Traci’s waist, and he pulled her close. “I am, too. I was afraid she’d say no.”


  “Oh, she couldn’t possibly have said no to you.” She put her arms around both of them and squeezed, then stepped back. “Oh, everything is going to be just perfect! There’s so much to do!”


  “Mama!” Michelle had rushed from the room to her office. Traci followed her. “Mama, listen. We’re not going to have a wedding.”


  From the white bookshelf behind her desk, her mother pulled out a giant photo album covered in white satin with a large purple butterfly embedded in the front. “Don’t be silly. Of course we’re going to have a wedding.”


  She started to open the book, but Traci reached across the desk and put her hand on top of it. She met her mom’s eyes and spoke firmly. “We’re going to go to the Grand Canyon and get married while skydiving.”


  Michelle’s eyes widened so wide that her eyelashes flatted against her eyelids. Then her face relaxed. “Pish posh. Do that for a honeymoon. That will be fun, assuming you both survive. We want to do a wedding here, though.”


  “We, who?”


  She gestured toward her door. “The Seaver girls. Jessica, Justine, and I have been talking about it for about a year now.”


  Travis’ sisters owned the Two Sisters Flower Shop down the street. She knew her mother regularly did business with them. She did not know, however, that her mother regularly discussed her business with them. “Listen to me, Mother,” she said through her teeth, “I am not having a wedding. And that is final.” Turning, she saw Travis in the doorway. “Ready to go?”


  He looked from her mom to her and frowned. “Really?”


  “I suspect you’re welcome to stay. I’m going home.” She started out of the room and turned to look at her mom. “I know it’s disappointing to you. But, I have never, ever, wanted to put on a dress and walk down an aisle. To tell the truth, I never even much wanted to get married, but I know in my heart that Travis is the one for me. You’re just going to have to take all those ideas you’ve come up with for me and sell them to one of your clients. I’m sure they would make some other girl very happy.”


  Brushing past Travis, she stormed through the entryway and out the door. She stopped at the end of the walk and waited for Travis to catch up with her. He did not rush toward her but strolled very purposefully. “That was probably the worst I’ve ever seen you treat her,” he said without preamble.


  Traci clenched her teeth until her jaw ached. “I had to be forceful to stop the tide before it grew into a tidal wave. You have no idea what was about to come.”


  “Really? Neither did she.” She could hear the annoyance in his voice. He didn’t touch her as he walked by. “I’ll see you later.”


  Surprised that he’d leave without a kiss, without a hug, without anything, she watched his back until she couldn’t see him anymore, then stormed across the lawn to the garage. The sound of her boots stomping against the wooden stairs rang out in the night. When she went into her apartment, she slammed the door so hard that the door window rattled in its frame.


  Her little apartment provided a refuge against work and against family. It was the only place in the world where she felt she could completely be Traci, without meeting or failing to meet someone else’s expectations.


  After her mom moved into the main house, she’d repainted, refurnished, and stripped all of the feminine touches her mother had left and redecorated the entire place. She kept it intentionally simple with a brown leather couch and matching love seat facing the stone fireplace. Above the mantle, her flat-screen television usually just darkly reflected the room back at her. She thought maybe she’d last turned it on during March Madness, when the University of Kentucky’s basketball team played Tennessee. When they lost, she’d turned the television off in disgust and never turned it back on again since. Her mom’s cousin had painted the two paintings that hung on the wall - one of a Kentucky Derby race and the other a horse standing in the snow. She had a trophy shelf filled with sports trophies from high school and the medals she’d acquired running races as an adult. That about summed up her decorations.


  Behind the couch sat her little four-person table. She looked through the bar and into the kitchen. She cooked in there about as often as she watched television. She did utilize her blender to make her morning smoothies and the toaster on an occasional bagel.


  A little hall led to the two bedrooms connected by a single bathroom. Tonight, she went straight to her bedroom. The hand-made quilt on her bed came from her grandmother and brightened up the otherwise boring and plain room. She set her bag on the bed and immediately unpacked it, putting her service weapon away in her nightstand and confirming that she had a clean uniform for tomorrow. As she got ready for bed, her thoughts went to the confrontation with Travis and wondered about his attitude.


  Upon reflection, what she considered his usual annoyance at the time felt stronger. He’d seemed actually angry. Why would he be mad because she’d had to use a firm voice with her mom? She stared at the ring, then took it off and placed it on her dresser.


  She’d have to ask him tomorrow. Tonight, she was too tired to think about it. She set her alarm, plugged her phone in, and brushed her teeth. Twenty minutes after walking into the door, she landed in her bed, her eyes already closing.
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  Travis Seaver pulled into the parking lot at the church and shut off his truck engine. As he got out, he grabbed his binder off of the seat and his bag from the truck’s floorboard. A sharp whistle made him look up, then wave at his friend, Ryan, who stood in the doorway of the school’s gym. He slipped the strap of the bag diagonally over his chest and jogged to the door.


  “Hey,” he said, shaking Ryan’s hand. “How’s pastor life?”


  “God is good.” Ryan grinned and released his hand. “Thanks for doing this. The homeschool co-op loves any kind of sports activity the kids can all do together.”


  “Happy to do it. Thanks for thinking of me. I know you had a lot of options.” They walked together into the gym in silence until Travis quietly asked, “Ryan? Do you have a minute when we finish here?”


  Ryan looked at his watch and nodded. “Should, if you’re done in time. I have a two o’clock counseling session.”


  Calculating how long he had, he gave a thumb’s up. “We shouldn’t be too long here.”


  “All right, man.” Ryan slapped him on the shoulder then addressed the parents and students milling around the gym. “If I could have everyone’s attention, please? This is Travis Seaver. He is a fifth-degree black belt, owns Main Street Taekwondo school, and is what is called a master in the sport. He is here today to give you a brief overview of what his program looks like and to sign everyone up. I’ll turn it over to Master Travis now.”


  Travis smiled at the group. “Basically, your co-op will come together as a single class to my studio. I’m adding a special class just for you, and I have negotiated a discounted price with Pastor Ryan.” He set his bag on the table next to him and pulled out a stack of papers. “If you’re interested, here are the applications. Before you ask, I take every child, regardless of any special needs. We can make any necessary reasonable accommodations, too. I have training in every area I can think of and life experience beyond. So, don’t be afraid to sign your child up. If it doesn’t work out for him—or her—then we’ll discuss refunds.”


  “The first concern of many parents is that Taekwondo is centered around violence. That isn’t the whole truth. The truth is that many other mainstream sports, such as football for example, are much more randomly violent and participants have a much higher likelihood of sustaining a permanent injury. The fact is that the martial arts are centered on discipline, and mainly self-discipline. Every principle my students learn is about the appropriate application of force. Everything is closely supervised, and safety is our number one concern.”


  For the next hour, he handed out applications, answered questions, talked to parents, talked to children, answered more questions, and collected applications from about two-thirds of the people there. As the last parent left, he looked at his watch. He had some extra time to talk to Ryan.


  “So, what’s on your mind?” Ryan asked, appearing at his side.


  Travis zipped his bag closed and took a deep breath. “I asked Traci to marry me.”


  Ryan’s face fell. “Am I to assume it didn’t go well?”


  “Actually, she said yes.” He crossed his arms over his chest.


  “Oh. Were you hoping for a different answer?”


  Travis grinned. “No. The problem is, well, we went to tell her mom. If you didn’t know, her mom is a wedding planner. Well, an event planner, but weddings are her special thing. Anyway, Traci doesn’t want a wedding. She wants some extreme experience. And I’m mostly okay with that. I just don’t like the way she completely shot her mother down. She was rude. She was mean. And I frankly didn’t like her much at that moment.”


  Ryan pursed his lips. “What’s their relationship like? Is she normally like that with her mom?”


  Thinking back to the interactions he’d witnessed, he shrugged. “She always seems moderately impatient. But nothing on the scale it was last night.”


  “Hmm. Did you say something about it to Traci?”


  “I did. She gave me her excuse for acting that way. I didn’t buy it, so I told her good night and went home.” He took a deep breath and rubbed the back of his neck. “To be honest, I don’t know a lot about her and her mom. You’d think after dating for as long as we have that I’d know more, but analyzing it last night, I don’t. I’ve spent a little bit of time with her mom on a few occasions. She’s always really nice. She has a loving heart, you know?”


  “Mama issues don’t develop overnight, and they don’t go away just because a significant other disapproves.” Travis lifted his bag and Ryan took the opportunity to lift the table onto its side and fold in the legs. Travis helped him carry it to lean it against the wall. “You’re going to need to talk to her and get to the root of it.”


  “Am I, though, going to need to?”


  Ryan turned and faced him fully. “If you want to be Traci’s husband, Travis, then yes, you need to. Do you want to know why?” Obviously taking Travis’ shrug as consent to continue, he said, “Here’s the why. You are going to be her husband, the spiritual head of the family, the leader in the home.”


  Travis contemplated leadership as a husband and laughed. “I hardly think Traci is the type of person who will go along with that type of arrangement.”


  “That could not be less important, Travis.”


  Travis felt his head cock back in surprise. “I think it’s important.”


  Ryan shook his head. “Then you need to wise up. Every ship has just one captain. Every marriage has just one high priest.”


  Travis grinned. “That’s really old-school, Ryan. No one thinks like that anymore.”


  Ryan lifted an eyebrow. “Nevertheless. Traci is not the one who designed how a Christian home should be set up. God is. And He said that the husband is the leader. The term head used in the New Testament is a military term, meaning leader among equals. If your desire is to have a Biblical home that is pleasing to God, then you’re going to need to be willing to step up and be the head, be the leader, the leader among equals. There isn’t a lot of room for negotiating there.”


  Thinking of Traci’s personality, her distaste for anything traditional or overtly feminine, her job as a deputy sheriff, he couldn’t imagine her submitting to anything, especially to someone other than the Sheriff himself. He also didn’t necessarily believe that she ought to in the first place. “I don’t think that I have the same concept of marriage as you,” he said, then he looked at his watch. “As much as I would love to continue this conversation, you have a meeting and I have a class starting in forty-five minutes. I’ll talk to you later.”


  As he walked away, Ryan called out, “Travis, I am here and available to you whenever you need to talk.” He paused. “And it sounds to me like we need to talk.”


  Travis raised his hand and waved behind him, acknowledging that he heard.


  On the drive back to his studio, Travis contemplated the conversation. How did that type of antiquated model work in the modern home? How could a twenty-first-century preacher, someone his age with whom he went to school, have that kind of archaic concept of a patriarchal arrangement? Didn’t Ryan grow up in a divorced home? Wasn’t his mother the only adult in the house, like Travis’ house, even like Traci’s house? How did it work that way with no husband in the picture? What would Ryan have to say about things like that?


  Travis believed in God. He went to church every Sunday, usually with Traci if she didn’t have to work. He even sang in the church choir. But trying to take the lifestyles of thousands of years ago and apply them to modern homes, with so much advancement made in the name of equality and gender neutrality, didn’t really make a lot of sense to him. He would have to explore it further, investigate the ideas behind it.


  A military term? That’s what Ryan had said. The leader among equals. The captain of a ship. That intrigued him in a way that would ensure he investigated it more thoroughly. He tried to imagine having an orderly class without a Master leading the others.


  Traci did not want children; nor did she did want a traditional home arrangement. She wanted to work her way up to sheriff of the county and one day retire and travel the world. As much as he’d always imagined being a father, raising his own children, he had done some long and deep soul-searching and spent lots of time in prayer to make sure that he would actually be fine either way before asking Traci to marry him. He knew he could be the world’s greatest uncle and his sisters wouldn’t mind a bit. He also knew exactly what type of woman Traci was, and he loved her thoroughly.


  Travis decided Ryan wasn’t right about his opinions, especially as they applied to a modern marriage. Maybe that notion worked with the more traditional-minded parishioners, the women who wanted to stay home and play Suzy Homemaker, but he couldn’t imagine how any husband with a spouse whom he considered an equal would accept it. A marriage wasn’t a ship or a military platoon, or even a Taekwondo class. It was a marriage—one man and one woman—who loved each other.


  He shook his head, as if to clear his thoughts, and turned his truck down Main Street. He’d think on it more later. Right now he could actually feel himself getting angry, so he practiced some deep breathing exercises to help center and calm his emotions before he started teaching his class.
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  A fly buzzing against the thick window tried to distract Traci from the traffic report in front of her. She looked up and glared at the sixty-year-old pane of glass, as if the fault lay there instead of the trapped insect. Glancing around the room, as she did a hundred times a day, she looked at the dark wood paneled walls, the industrial green linoleum floor, the metal desks, and thought that the modern computers sitting on them looked entirely out of place. She imagined what it would look like with smoke hanging in the air, a hat stand by the door, and manual typewriters replacing the sleek electronics.


  She shook her head and focused again on the screen, inwardly sighing at the monotony of clicking one key after another when she could be outside in the April sunshine. Finally, she clicked submit on the report and turned away from her computer, ignoring the stack of paper on her desk so that she could stand up and stretch. “This is the worst part of it,” she grumbled to Marvin “Tiny” Middleton, the six-one, two-hundred-twenty-pound deputy sheriff sitting across from her. “It makes my brain numb.”


  He chuckled and stamped “PROCESSED” across the front of a form on his desk. “Makes it easier in the future if the information we need is input properly in the first place.”


  “We need someone like an intern to do this paperwork for us.”


  “No, Winston, we don’t. First of all, I wouldn’t trust anyone to do my paperwork. An intern couldn’t begin to understand all of the nuances that go into that report. Secondly, it’s your job.”


  She knew that he knew she was just grumbling, just as she knew he totally egged her on. So, she scowled at him and plopped back down in her seat. “You were the teacher’s pet, weren’t you,” she remarked as she refreshed the screen and started typing again.


  She groaned when she hit the wrong key and had to backspace and painstakingly retype it all again. She hated typing. She never did take it in school, choosing instead to go to woodworking or auto mechanics classes. Now, here she sat, with her dream job, and one-third of the time she found herself trapped behind her desk, her two pointer fingers furiously clicking and clacking on keys.


  “At least it’s not typewriters anymore.” Traci glanced up and saw Sheriff Ben Hughes standing next to her desk. He had skin the color of dark chocolate, dark brown eyes, and bright white teeth set in a face always ready to smile. “Computers have made everything easier. I used to throw away two forms for every one I typed. I swear the office integrated the computer system just to save the money I was wasting on forms.”


  Traci chuckled, thankful to have some backup against Tiny. “At least I’m not the only one,” she said, pulling a hand-written arrest report forward. “I can sleep better knowing I’m not a burden to the force.”


  Sheriff Hughes snorted and did not give any other reply. Instead, he carried his fresh cup of coffee into his office and shut the door. For another twenty painstaking minutes, she typed arrest records into the system, then moved the last one to her outbox. What happened next with them, she neither knew nor cared. Anna May, the office clerk, would make them magically disappear and Traci wouldn’t have to think about them ever again.


  “Done!” she exclaimed, pushing away from her desk and pulling open her drawer to remove her weapon and deputy star. She holstered her sidearm, slipped her star into her pocket, and walked over to the door. “I will see y’all way later. Like, maybe tomorrow or the next day.”


  Sheriff Hughes’ door flew open. “Where are you headed, Winston?”


  “Away. Outside and away. Why? You got something?”


  He held up a slip of paper. “Domestic disturbance at the Crawford farm. It’s yours.”


  The word farm was a rather loose word. The Crawfords used to grow tobacco, but quit doing it when they lost the government subsidies. Someone suggested they convert to a grape orchard and start making wine, but no one ever really followed up with that. So, they bought goats and put them out in the old tobacco fields. “Probably need someone going with me out there,” Traci mused, thinking about the Crawfords she’d had dealings with the past.


  “I’ll go,” Tiny said, pushing back his chair and standing up. “I know Bubba Crawford from school. Should be okay.”


  “You say that now,” Traci laughed, “but I know they’ll sick dogs on us. Be ready.”


  She drove while Tiny read the operator’s report on the built-in computer. “Sandy Crawford called it in. Looks like Bubba’s trying to beat down a locked bathroom door with a Louisville Slugger.”


  Anticipation ran up and down her spine and she felt adrenaline flood her limbs. “Sounds like a good time,” she muttered, increasing her speed once she left the city limits.


  They turned off the main road and drove down a rutted lane. Empty fenced fields flanked the road. She couldn’t even see any goats. In the distance, Traci could see an abandoned tobacco barn falling in on itself. The lane opened up into a yard. The old farmhouse, built in the twenties, sat in the middle of four double-wide trailers. Two men and a woman stood outside of the one on the far left, so Tiny parked in front of it. As they got out of the car, the woman rushed toward them.


  “He took something that made him crazy,” she said. She wore a big pink sweatshirt advertising the Kentucky Derby from five years ago, a pair of jeans, and no shoes. Traci recognized her and searched through her mind trying to place her. Maybe they went to school together? She tried to picture her fifty pounds lighter, with hair the color of her brown roots instead of the blonde dye job.


  “Jill? Jill Mitchell?”


  The woman’s face lit up. “Yeah. Yeah, ‘cept it’s Crawford now. Yeah.” She gestured at the trailer. “He’s done lost his mind.


  Tiny asked, “Who? Bubba?”


  “Yeah. He’s got Sandy trapped in the bathroom. Dylan here said he coulda kicked the door in easy, so he must just be trying to scare her. But he’s got a pistol.”


  “What kind of pistol?” Tiny asked.


  “It’s his old .45,’ Dylan supplied.


  Traci looked at the men, then zeroed in on Dylan. “What did he take?”


  “Some stuff he got from some guy he knows in Lexington. Looked like a piece of jelly candy.” He took a drag from the cigarette he clutched between two fingers. She noticed his hands shook. “I’m telling you, he’s gone crazy. I never woulda thought we’d call the law out to our place, but there ain’t no talking to him and I don’t trust what he’ll do while we wait for him to come down.”


  Traci pushed the button on the radio strapped to her shoulder. “Hey, Anna May, go ahead and send an ambulance out here to the Crawford place. I think we’re dealing with a drug overdose.”


  She absently listened to Anna May’s confirmation and looked up at Tiny. “What do you think?”


  He scowled and unfastened the lock on his holster. “I think people who make designer drugs ought to be hanged in the public square.” He walked up the steps and onto the red stained pinewood deck in front of the trailer. White plastic chairs flanked a square table with a potted fern on it. “Why don’t you all go over by the cars? If he fires, a .45 round will go right through these trailer walls and I don’t want any of you hurt.”


  Traci reached down and unfastened the strap on her holster, then let her hand rest on the butt of her pistol. Tiny quietly opened the door and they stepped into the trailer, pausing at the entrance to let their eyes adjust to the dimmer interior. Traci could smell stale cigarette smoke mingled with the pungent smell of marijuana.


  A lumpy couch faced a large flat screened television sitting on a stand in front of a fireplace. The flanking love seat had laundry piled on it. An overflowing ashtray and a small glass bong sat on the coffee table in front of the couch. Crushed beer cans spilled out of a small trashcan next to the sofa. Through an arched opening, she could see the kitchen. She walked carefully in that direction, checking corners and behind furniture until she could see the entire room. The kitchen was clean but showed signs of a struggle. On the floor in front of the back door, she saw the shattered remains of a coffee cup. One of the kitchen chairs lay on its side. On the white linoleum floor, she saw a smeared partial bloody handprint.


  Traci signaled to Tiny that all was clear and the two walked toward the master bedroom. They could hear the muffled sobs of a woman. On the bed sat Bubba Crawford. A splintered Louisville Slugger lay discarded on the shag carpet. Bubba clutched a Colt 1911 automatic .45 pistol in his hand and waved it in the direction of the bathroom door. At the sight of the weapon, both Tiny and Traci both drew theirs.


  He was a large man, big hands, big feet, big gut, broad shoulders. He had a scruffy beard and curly dirty-blond hair. He wore a blue T-shirt, torn black jeans, and scuffed work boots.


  “Drop the weapon, Bubba,” Tiny ordered, aiming his pistol toward the large man.


  Bubba’s head spun toward them. Traci could see the wild look in his eyes, the drool around his mouth. His pistol wavered in the air as if he stood on a boat in heavy seas.


  “What?” A grin covered his face. “What? What?” By the third what, he screamed. Traci could feel the word go through her. A menacing scowl instantly replaced the grin. He surged to his feet and spittle flew from his mouth as he yelled, “Do not presume to tell me what to do in my own house!”


  “Bubba, I’m not going to say it again. Put the pistol down.” Tiny never raised his voice and never wavered even as the large man stepped toward him.


  “Or what?” Bubba put his head back and howled at the ceiling. “Or what? Or what?” He looked at Tiny again, and Traci watched his face change from almost comical to intensely manic. “Or you’re going to do this?”


  Before either of them could react, Bubba put the pistol to his own temple and pulled the trigger.
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  “No!” Traci and Tiny yelled in unison, but it was far too late. They rushed forward. Bubba lay on the floor twitching and convulsing as the life left his body. Tiny leaned over the man. A single look confirmed that the wound was mortal. Traci reached down and inverted the pistol, prying it from Bubba’s twitching fingers so he could not fire a final shot as his valediction.


  Traci tossed the pistol up onto the bed and caught a glimpse of her blood covered fingers. She looked back at Bubba who had stopped moving. His last breath left him in a wheezing gasp. Suddenly, she spun around, putting a hand over her mouth. She couldn’t—


  Over the ringing in her ears, Traci heard the screams in the bathroom grow louder. She focused on that instead. “It’s okay, Sandy. This is deputy Traci Winston. You can come on out. It’s safe now.”


  She tapped on the door and listened to the muffled sniffles and sobs. Finally, the door opened and Traci stepped forward to block Sandy’s view. The short woman was probably in her forties. She had a stout body, short straight black hair peppered with gray, and red framed glasses. Traci could see blood staining her nose and the side of her face. “I need you to come with me,” she said as gently as she could.


  Sandy saw something beyond Traci because she started crying again. “You killed him. You killed my Bubba. You killed him!”


  “We didn’t.” Half expecting her to shrug her away, Traci put an arm over her shoulders to guide her from the room. When Sandy leaned into her and let her lead her, it surprised her. Over and over again she said the words as they walked through the house and onto the porch. “You killed my Bubba.”


  The ambulance arrived as they walked down the steps, so Traci walked her to the paramedics. Dylan, Jill, and the other man rushed toward them. Sandy kept wailing about how they’d killed Bubba. Dylan spun toward Traci with his fists clenched.


  She released Sandy to hold up one hand and put her other on top of her weapon. “Dylan, he shot himself. We couldn’t stop him.”


  He’d taken one more step, then stopped. His face fell and he aged ten years right in front of her. “He done what?”


  “He wasn’t right. Like you said. He shot himself like he thought it was a good idea. We couldn’t do anything to stop him. We tried. I’m sorry.” She kept her hand on the butt of her weapon but approached him. “What can you tell me about this drug and who he got it from?”
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  Traci sat on her front porch with her feet up on the railing. Clouds had started forming midafternoon, and by now, the temperature had dropped several degrees, but she didn’t have the energy to get up and get a jacket. She knew that the temperature tomorrow would barely reach fifty degrees. From the second story perch, she could watch a barge slowly moving down the river, but in her mind, she kept seeing the look on Bubba’s face seconds before he pulled the trigger. In the distance, she heard the sound of a shoe on gravel and turned her head, watching Travis walk up the stairs.


  “Missed you at choir practice tonight. If I’d known you weren’t going to be there, I would have come straight here.” She rolled her head toward him but didn’t get up. Choir practice? Traci had a hard time thinking about singing in the Easter cantata when all she could envision in her mind was the expression on Sandy Crawford’s face when she saw her husband’s corpse. He took the chair next to her but turned it to face her instead of the river. “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Her stomach rolled. Tears she hated but couldn’t control burned her eyes. Afraid she’d cry if she spoke, she shook her head.


  “I’m sorry. Can I do anything?”


  Keeping her eyes fixed on the barge, she reached out for him, and he took her hand. As his thumb brushed over her knuckles, she realized she’d never put the ring back on this morning. He obviously noticed.


  “You don’t really want to get married, do you, Traci?”


  She forgot about the barge and whipped her head around to look at him. “Beg your pardon?”


  “You don’t want to get married.” This time he didn’t ask. He simply stated. “Not really.”


  How did she answer this? How did she explain the jumble of emotions in her head at the thought of him, of her, of them as a married couple? How could she think of them amid the kind of day she’d had? All she could see when she closed her eyes was the aftermath of Bubba’s bullet. Days like this were going to be a part of her life. Did she want to share that with someone, or did she want to have this time, the isolation she sought at the end of a really bad day, instead? Why couldn’t she have both?


  Finally, she said, “I like things the way they are. This works for us. It works well.”


  Squeezing her hand, then releasing it, he leaned back in his chair and casually crossed his legs out in front of him. “It’s worked well, yes. But, Traci, there is a level of intimacy that being married will bring us. You say you like the way things are, now. I don’t. You’re satisfied with our relationship as it is now. I’m not. I’m ready for more. Aren’t you?”


  Was she? What was she afraid of? Was it that level of intimacy he referenced? Did he know what year this was? Why did that have to come with a lifetime commitment? “You know that my parents were never married.”


  “Your parents were fifteen years old. We’re not. And it might have made a difference if they had gotten married. It would have been harder for your father to abandon your mother if she’d had legal ties to him.” He waved a hand in the air. “That’s beside the point. I’m not your father, and you’re not your mother.”


  She snorted. “That’s for sure.”


  He leaned closer and said, “That’s another thing. What’s with the hostility toward your mother? What don’t I know?”


  She thought about it. Her mind went over her childhood. “Do you know why my name is spelled T-r-a-c-i instead of with a ‘y’?”


  He raised an eyebrow. “Should I?”


  Scowling, she said, “So that she could dot the ‘i’ with a little heart over it. She actually said that to me once. She’s always been this way. Frilly, pink, exterior more important than interior. When I was little, I wanted to play baseball. She put me in dance, then gymnastics. Finally, when I was old enough to play girls softball instead of baseball with the boys, she let me sign up. Out at the ballpark one day, I saw my dad. I hadn’t seen him in years. He was coaching his son’s little league team.” The words left a bitter taste on her tongue. “I was never good enough as a girl for him. He just wanted a son. And I have never been good enough for my mom. She just wanted a frilly daughter.”


  She scrubbed her face with her hands. “I know I said yes in the diner. I had ‘no’ on the tip of my tongue until I saw the ring. Then I realized how well you knew me. But I seriously need time to think about it, now that I’ve not been sprung with a question in front of a handful of people. I never planned to get married. I never intended to have a family.”


  He stared at her for several seconds, then nodded. “Okay. I’m sorry.” He leaned forward and put his hands on the top of her knees. “I don’t want a frilly woman. I just want you. But, Traci, I want you.” His hands squeezed her knees and she stared into his eyes, reading the intensity on his face, understanding the hidden message. “I want you to be my wife. To sleep next to me at night. To travel the world with me as we get old and ugly together.”


  Traci felt her lips pursing and before she could stop herself, she blurted, “I am absolutely content with the way we are.”


  He stared at her for so long that she almost started speaking again. Just as she opened her mouth, he stood and leaned down over her chair, putting his hands on the arms and bending down until she could feel his breath. She stared into his green eyes, noticing the little brown flecks in them that she loved. But they didn’t hold their usual warmth. Tonight, they were hard, serious. Finally, he said, “I’m not.”


  He straightened and slowly walked off the porch and down the stairs. She went back to staring at the barge, battling back the tears that swarmed her eyes, understanding that he meant they would either get married or break up. No more in-between.
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  Travis called the white belts, the brand-new class members with absolutely no experience, to the front of the class and had them line up. “White belt form.” He gave it the Korean name, and the command to begin. Moving slowly, he went through each step with them, pausing to correct the newest students on proper stance, arm placement, and leg placement. At the completion of the form, he bowed, they bowed, and he dismissed them to their spots on the mat, calling the yellow belts up. Each rank came and performed their form all the way through to the black belts. Again, he noticed Traci’s absence in the class. He thought she had today off and had anticipated seeing her. Her absence concerned him.


  For the thousandth time, he thought about their conversation two nights ago. He had needed to have it with her, but he didn’t need to have it with her on the same day that a drug-crazed man shot himself in the head right in front of her. What had motivated him to have that conversation with her right then? He needed to be there for her, to support her, and to love her through a hard night, not give her what essentially turned into an ultimatum he hadn’t intended to deliver.


  He dismissed class five minutes early and took his time closing up the school. Thursday was a long day for him, longer now that he’d added the homeschool group to his schedule. His body felt fatigued, but his heart and soul felt it more.


  After changing out of his dobak, he decided to try to go find something to eat. As he walked out of his school, he very nearly ran into Michelle Winston.


  She wore a red and blue polka dotted dress belted at the waist with a red belt. She had her hair pulled back and tied with a red ribbon and wore a pair of high heels the color of her belt. Teetering a bit on them, she put her hand on his arm and laughed. “I’m so sorry. I thought you heard me say your name.”


  “No, I, uh, guess I was in my own head.” He put a hand on her elbow to steady her. “Sorry.”


  “No problem.” Looking him up and down, she said in a breathless voice, “I’m just leaving your sisters’ place. We were discussing wedding flowers.”


  With a raised eyebrow, he asked, “For my wedding or someone else’s?”


  “Well, not yours, though the subject did come up.” She gestured toward the bench next to his door. “I’m sorry. I need to sit for a second. Feeling a little bit tired and having a hard time catching my breath. I guess you startled me more than I thought.”


  He sat next to her because leaving her felt wrong. “Michelle, I don’t think you understand that your daughter truly does not want a wedding ceremony.”


  “Oh, she’ll come around. Every girl wants a wedding.” She sat back and put her hand on her chest. “I’ve been planning my own wedding since I could hold a crayon. Isn’t that silly? And here I am, forty-years-old, still single.”


  He sighed. “Michelle—”


  She put a hand on his arm. “It’s okay, Travis. I know her. I’m not stupid like she thinks. I’m actually quite intelligent. The thing is,” she said, putting a hand on her chest and taking a breath, “when it’s said and done, she’ll realize that sharing something like this with her friends and family, even if it’s not fussy like I would do, is important to her. She just needs to get over the whole not wanting to get married at all thought she has.” Her voice sounded weakened at the end of the sentence.


  His eyes widened. “How did you know that?”


  Waving a hand in the air, she said, “Oh, Travis. I told you. I know my little girl.”


  Suddenly, the color fled from her face and her eyes widened. “Travis,” she whispered a second before she slumped forward.


  “Michelle!” When he touched her shoulders, she didn’t respond. Leaning her back, he pressed his fingers onto her neck and found her pulse. Very weak, thready. Using one hand to support her, he pulled his phone out of his pocket and called 911. “I need an ambulance.” Reciting his address, he explained, “I think she’s had a heart attack.”


  As soon as he heard the sirens, he hung up the phone and called Traci. The call went immediately to voice mail. “Hey. It’s me. Your mom is with me. I think she had a heart attack. The ambulance is just getting here. I’ll text you more info.”


  As the ambulance pulled up, he waved them to him and reluctantly moved out of the paramedics’ way.
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  Traci rushed into the emergency room and scanned the crowd, spotting Travis. He stood when he saw her and walked toward her. “What happened?” she asked without preamble.


  “She collapsed on the bench outside of my place.” He rubbed the back of his neck and gestured toward the doors. “I don’t know anything else.”


  She went to the reception desk. The woman sitting behind the counter wore scrubs covered in balloons. Her badge identified her as Patricia West, LPN. She looked up at Traci with a stoic expression. “May I help you?”


  “Hi. My mom is Michelle Winston.”


  Nurse West glanced at a sticky note then nodded and stood. “I’ll meet you at that door over there.”


  Traci identified the door and started to leave the waiting room but turned and looked at Travis. “Aren’t you coming?”


  A strange look crossed his face and he started to shake his head, but then nodded. “Of course.”


  They walked together to the door. The nurse let them through and took them down the hallway of the emergency department to room 3. Her mother lay slightly inclined, wires coming out from her chest connecting to the monitors next to her bed. She had an IV in her arm and a nasal cannula strapped under her nose. She looked drawn, pale, and her eye makeup smudged under her eyes. Traci’s breath caught in the back of her throat.


  “Mama?” she said gently, coming into the room.


  From behind her, a man’s voice said, “She’s sedated right now. We’re about to take her to surgery.”


  She turned and her eyes skimmed the name tag of the doctor, Paul Lewis. He had curly dark brown hair and hazel eyes behind black-framed glasses. He appeared very young. “Surgery?”


  “We have to perform an angioplasty. We’ll put a balloon into her artery and inflate it, helping the blood to flow properly again. She’s had a pretty major heart attack. She should feel better as soon as she wakes up.”


  A heart attack? Surgery? “She’s only forty.”


  “Yes. She’s young. That will help.” Two men in blue scrubs entered the room, and a woman in magenta scrubs hovered at the doorway. “Jeanette, here, will take you to the surgical waiting room.”


  Her mind remained blank. Why wouldn’t her brain function? Didn’t she have any questions? Anything intelligent to convey? She turned and looked at Travis, silently pleading with him to help. He immediately stepped forward and put a hand on her waist. “Thank you, doctor. We’ll get out of your way.”


  She let him guide her down the hall, following the nurse who badged them through two doors until she stopped next to a room with a sign that said, “Cardiac Care Family Waiting Room”. “Someone will be in here to talk to you when we finish. There’s coffee over there. Just pick up that phone and dial 4-4-4 if you need anything.”


  Traci stared at the empty room, numbness creeping into every extremity. Finally, she turned to Travis and immediately his arms came around her. She couldn’t begin to explain how much better she felt in that second. She inhaled and breathed in his scent and put her arms around his waist, stepping even closer to him.
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  Doctor Lewis sat next to Traci and angled his body toward her. He wore green surgical scrubs and had a blue and white scarf covered in the University of Kentucky symbol on his head.


  Traci frowned and shook her head. “I don’t understand.”


  “Your mother’s condition is grave. She had to have been experiencing symptoms for years.”


  She turned and looked at Travis. He looked as concerned as she felt. He asked, “Congestive heart failure? Can you give us more information?”


  “Her heart is weak. It doesn’t pump blood properly. And, unfortunately, in this late stage, there is nothing we can do to fix it.”


  Traci closed her eyes and shook her head. “That’s just not possible. What do you mean nothing? Can’t you prescribe something?”


  “We can give her medication that will make her more comfortable. Unfortunately, everything at this point is too far gone. I cannot do anything to reverse the damage. If I were being generous, I’d say she has maybe three or four months to live. Her condition is so advanced, it could be just a matter of weeks.”


  Despite the blow of the words, she appreciated the fact that he had not sugar coated anything. After he left, she stood up on shaking legs and walked to the window, looking out at the street lights. Travis walked up behind her and gently laid his hands on her shoulders. “What can I do?”


  “Wake me up,” she whispered, leaning back against him.


  Dying? At forty? If her mother had symptoms for years to the point of now dying, how had Traci missed it? Because, she said to herself in her firmest, meanest voice, you’re a terrible daughter who only ever selfishly thought of yourself. If you could avoid her, you did.


  Despite the truth, it didn’t feel better to think about it. A tear ran down her cheek. “Thank you for being here.”


  She felt his words against her back as he spoke them. “Of course. I love you, Traci. I can’t think of not being here.”


  She turned so that she could look up at him, searching his eyes for his thoughts. “But, the other night, it felt like you were basically saying get married or else.”


  Cupping her face with his hands, he said, “This is not the time to talk about that. Right now, it’s time to talk about your mom and to go to her so that when she wakes up, you are right there beside her.”


  Pressing her lips together, she nodded. “You’re right.”


  She had never been present for her mother before, but she could fix that now. Determined, she swiped the tears from her face and squared her shoulders. A few minutes later, Nurse Jeanette appeared in the doorway. “I have your mother in her room now. I’ll take you there.”


  Gripping Travis’ hand, afraid to let him go in case he disappeared, they followed Jeanette down the maze of hallways, up two floors in the elevator, to the intensive care unit, and to her mom’s room. A single chair sat next to the bed that held a thin, pale woman Traci did not recognize.


  When was the last time she’d seen her mother without makeup? Five years? Six? Gone were the fake eyelashes, creams, and colors. In their place, the perfectly smooth skin of a woman who looked far younger than her forty years of age.


  “Mama,” Traci whispered, sitting in the chair and scooting it as close to the bed as she could. She reached out and took Michelle’s hand. “I’m here, Mama.”


  Travis leaned down and pressed a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m going to go find something for us to eat. If you need me, call me. I’ll be back soon.”


  She looked up at him and nodded, barely registering what he had said. “Okay.”


  Then she refocused her attention on the woman who sacrificed her entire life to raise her. She pondered the fact that she could actually remember her mother’s twentieth birthday. Her grandfather had given her a new car, a pink convertible that she’d driven for years. All of Traci’s friends loved that car so much, but Traci thought it made her mom look like a Barbie doll.


  She remembered when her grandfather died and Michelle had to decide whether to keep his car dealership open or sell it. She sold it to her cousin Charlie, and took the money from the sale to open her event planning business. The night before the official grand opening party, Michelle had sat Traci down and looked through the butterfly book, explaining how she’d drawn her first wedding dress sketch when she was younger than Traci’s then ten years of age. She remembered praying with her mom before the party and how the prayer centered on bringing joy to the family celebrations she’d help to plan. For a moment, her heart had softened dramatically for her mom, and she remembered wanting to like her more.


  Tears streamed down her face, and she picked up her mom’s limp hand. “Mama,” she whispered, “I’m so sorry. I’ve never given you an ounce of credit you deserve. I see that now. Please, Mama, please don’t die. Show them they’re wrong.”
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  Traci sat in the lounge chair next to the hospital bed. The scent of dozens of containers of flowers filled the room and brightened up the stark whiteness of it all. She’d brought her mother’s favorite quilt to cover the bed. Purple and green butterflies danced all over the white flowers on the quilt. That morning, she’d helped her change into pink silk pajamas.


  “All this fuss,” Michelle said weakly, smiling around the nasal cannula. “I don’t like all this fuss, and I don’t need it.”


  “Sure you do. You do better with fuss.” Traci settled more comfortably in the chair. Sheriff Hughes had let her take a week of her annual leave, and she had three days left. What she’d do when that time was up, she had no idea. “Can I bring you anything else from the house?”


  “My binder. You know the one.”


  She knew. Her mom’s wedding binder. “You know I’m not—”


  Michelle held up a hand to stop her. “It isn’t about you. It’s filled with thoughts and ideas I’ve had since I was five years old. It’s what gave me the desire to open my company. It brings me comfort. I just want to look through it while I have time on my hands.”


  Pushing back the defensiveness, Traci said, “Sure. I’ll get it. Anything else?”


  Her mom put a hand up against her head. “My shampoo. I don’t like the one they have here, and I want to wash my hair.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” She stood, thankful to have a mission. She walked over to the bed and tapped the phone she’d plugged in and left sitting on the table next to her. “If you need me, call me.”


  She shut the door behind her and stopped in the hall, leaning against the wall. She closed her eyes and took a deep, flower-free cleansing breath. While thankful that her mother had moved out of ICU yesterday, once they got into a standard room the flowers had started arriving.


  She forced herself to show patience at her mom’s need to be surrounded by flowers and pink things. She couldn’t imagine any of it would make her better. She honestly felt that if she had to lay in a room filled with flowers and pink satin all day that she would go insane. It fit her mom, her personality, and it all somehow made her happy. Determined to grasp some of that same happiness, Traci put on the mask and tried to ignore all the pink and the smell of the flowers.


  On her way down the hall, she came to a sudden stop when she saw Donald Ramsey walking toward her. They had the same blue eyes, the same straight blond hair, the same pointy chin—which she lifted in defiance. “What are you doing here?” She demanded, adding in a sarcastic tone, “Dad.”


  He held up a bouquet of daisies. “Hey, Traci-girl. I just came to say hi to your mom. I heard she wasn’t feeling well.”


  She pointed back the way he had come. “You may not see her. You leave. The last thing she needs is the stress your existence brings her.”


  An incredulous look crossed his face. “My existence? My existence brought you into this world, young lady. Maybe you need to think about that.”


  She snorted and crossed her arms. “It may have taken you to make me, but she did everything else on her own. You and I both know that. Fifteen years ago, we would have both welcomed you with open arms. But right now, she’s dying. And I don’t want you here because she’ll feel upset, or ugly, or not good enough, because that’s what you do to her.” She spoke with impassioned authority, then pointed down the hall again, using her command voice. “Go, and don’t come back. If you want to see her later, you can call her and give her a chance to get ready to see you.”


  It shouldn’t have surprised her when he turned and left, but it did on a small scale. Why in the world would he even come? “Ugh!” she said, gripping the sides of her head in frustration.


  When she looked up, she realized Pastor Ryan Olson stood next to her having witnessed her emotional outburst. She blushed. He’d been a couple of years ahead of her in school, but she remembered him as the student council president his senior year. He’d left town to attend seminary at Asbury near Lexington. When he came back, he’d started his own church a couple of miles outside of the downtown area, and in a few years had grown it into a thriving part of the community. Her mother had planned a few of Ryan’s birthdays and high school and college graduation parties. Traci, therefore, knew Travis’ family went there instead of the church in which he grew up.


  “Hey, Traci. How’s things today?”


  “Hi, Ryan.” She pointed at the door behind her. “She’s feeling okay, but still weak. My father just tried to visit her.”


  He nodded. “Yeah. I saw that.” He cleared his throat. “Why would you send him away?”


  With a shrug, she said, “She feels not good enough around him. Right now, she doesn’t have her usual shield of appearance defenses up. Just being in the room would make her self-conscious. I’d rather she had time to prepare before he sees her.”


  “I’m sorry that’s how she feels.”


  “It’s always been like that. He replaced her with another woman and me with another child. It wasn’t like he wanted to keep us in his life. He wanted them. He wanted us completely gone. It was hard for me, but I imagine it was horrible for her.” She straightened and slipped her hands into her jeans. “I have to run to her house and grab a couple of things. Are you going in to visit?”


  He looked at the door then back at her. “Only if you think she’d want me to.”


  “I know she’d love it. Maybe you could pray with her while you’re at it? She’s taken a lot of information in during the last few days that would overwhelm even a saint.”


  “I’ll go have a little visit with her.” He put a hand on her shoulder. “You’ve taken a lot in, too. You know where to find me.”


  With a closed-lipped smile, she started walking down the hallway, turning to walk backward and face him. “I’ll find you if I need to.”


  It felt good to walk out into the sunshine. Traci took her time walking to her car, letting the spring air fill her lungs. She lifted her face to the sky and said a silent prayer of thanksgiving for Ryan showing up when he did, for her courage in facing down her father, and for patience in dealing with her mother’s convalescence.


  She drove to her mom’s house and used her key to go in. She went upstairs and into the master bathroom, stopping short just inside the doorway. She didn’t think she’d entered this room since she was maybe thirteen. A large bay tub sat under a skylight. Flowering plants hung from hooks giving it a rain forest feel. Next to the tub stood a glass-walled walk-in shower. In there she found the shampoo. She went ahead and grabbed the conditioner, too.


  In case they needed it, she pulled another pair of pajamas out of the dresser drawer, then went downstairs to her mom’s office. The wedding book sat on top of her desk. She scooped it up, surprised a little at its weight.


  Everything else appeared in order. She’d have to remember to ask her mom when the cleaning team typically came. For the life of her, that little detail had escaped her mind and wouldn’t come back.


  After she locked up her mom’s house and deposited the items in her car, she went ahead and went upstairs to her own apartment. Her eyes glanced over the chairs on the porch and she thought back to the conversation she and Travis had the night Bubba Crawford had taken his own life. Had Travis come over intent on delivering an ultimatum, or had she over-thought it in the midst of her emotional storm?


  One thing she knew, having him by her side at the hospital and the following days made her realize how much she had grown to depend on him, how much she longed for a life with him. Three years ago, she would have laughed anyone out of the room who would have told her she’d depend on a man for the strength to get through anything. She’d certainly depended on Travis, and he’d come through for her.


  She pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed his number. He answered on the second ring. “Hey,” Traci greeted warmly, “can I come by the school real quick?”


  “Sure.”


  “Okay. Give me a few minutes.”


  “See you then.”


  In her bedroom, she opened her top dresser drawer and found the box with the ring Travis had given her. She opened it, looked at it, then slipped it onto her finger. It felt right. It felt good.


  Smiling, she grabbed an apple out of the bowl on the kitchen bar and rushed out of the apartment and down the stairs. She drove to Travis’ school and parked in the loading zone near the front door. He met her outside.


  “How’s Michelle today?”


  “Weak. I hope they let her go home instead of keeping her in the hospital. I think she would do way better around all of her stuff.”


  “I guess the tests they run this week will tell them that.” He put a hand on her elbow and leaned in to give her a soft kiss. Over the last several days, his kisses had been cooler, less intimate, as if more out of habit or obligation. This one, though, she tried to intentionally heat up. She loved him. She loved him with all of her heart, and she wanted to be his. Without saying the words, she tried to let her lips express her thoughts. Her arms slipped around his neck, and she stepped as close to him as her uniform would allow. When he started to deepen the kiss, she ran her hands over his face and breathed deeply through her nose, relishing in the feel of him and the smell of him.


  He framed her face with his hands and slowed the kiss down, gentled it until it became barely more than an exchange of breaths. She covered his hands with hers and gave him one more kiss before pulling her head back. As they parted, he picked up her left hand. “What’s this?”


  Feeling heat flood her face, she cleared her throat and kept eye contact with him. “I realized the last few days how right it felt to lean on you. If that’s what marriage will be like, then I’m in.”


  The smile that covered his face seemed lit from inside him. “Oh, yeah?”


  Traci nodded. “I’m all in. A hundred percent.”


  “All it took is your mother collapsing outside of my school? Good thing she didn’t know that or she would have conspired against you years ago.”


  The laughter that bubbled out of her chest felt fantastic. She realized she hadn’t laughed for days. “You’re right.” Framing his face with both hands, enjoying the familiar feel of his beard, she said, “I’m sorry I was a brat. I love you. Please forgive me.”


  “Of course I forgive you.” After a long, sweet kiss, she pulled away. “I have to go back to the hospital. Mama wants to wash her hair.” She walked back to her car. “I’ll see you later. We’ll have to talk about the how and when because I’ve just used a full week of vacation and don’t know what I have left.”


  He smiled and lifted his hand to wave. “It’ll work out.”.
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  Travis Seaver stood inside the doorway of the hospital room and stared at Traci sleeping in the chair next to her mother’s bed. He’d never had a chance to observe her in sleep before. Her face softened, and the aggressive demeanor vanished. She looked feminine, vulnerable, and very, very kissable. She had a big binder in her lap, open to a magazine cutout of a table setting.


  His eyes shifted to Michelle, who slept. He barely recognized her without her makeup on and knew from things that Traci had said that she felt naked and exposed without it. He hoped that the doctors would allow her to put it on again soon.


  He stopped next to Traci and put a hand on her shoulder before grabbing the other chair in the room and pulling it toward her. Instead of startling awake, she kind of slowly, gradually came to, stretching and yawning, then finally straightening up all the way. She rubbed her face and smiled up at him. He bent for a kiss just because he couldn’t help it.


  “Hi,” she said with a smile. “How was class?”


  “Good. New family moved to town, and all five of them started in the six o’clock class. They’re all varying degrees of skill, so it was interesting.” He tapped the binder. “What’s this?”


  Traci smiled and shut the cover. “It’s mom’s wedding book. It’s what she wanted to get that night we told her we were getting married. She has been obsessed with planning her own wedding since she could draw a picture.” She opened the front cover, and he saw a child’s drawing of a dress covered in butterflies. “Since she got pregnant with me in high school and didn’t ever get married, she never had her dream wedding.” She shook her head. “It’s all in here. Dress, decorations, flowers. It’s morphed over time. The amount of love and care she put into it is kind of incredible.”


  He looked around the room, at the baskets and vases of flowers, at the pink bed covering and purple satin pajamas. “I’m surprised you haven’t run out of here screaming by now.”


  “What?” She looked around, too, and smiled. “It’s amazing what a kick in the butt will do to your perspective.” She tapped the binder again. “I’m actually, seriously, considering this.”


  With a raised eyebrow, he lowered himself to the chair. “This? What this?”


  “Her wedding. Her dream wedding.”


  He took a second as her words processed through his brain. “You’re actually thinking of us having a wedding? Like, dress, flowers, banquet meal? That’s a fairly serious paradigm shift.” With his hand against her forehead, he frowned. “No fever. Stick out your tongue.”


  She did, but in a bratty girl way with her nose wrinkled. It made him want to kiss her again. “You’re very pretty,” she said in the most uncomplimentary voice possible.


  With a nod, he said, “Lucky for you.”


  “She only has a couple of months left to live. I’ve been sitting here for days thinking about how horribly I’ve treated her most of my life. She’s had symptoms for years, and I never noticed. You know why? Because I didn’t care.” She pressed her fists against her eyes. “Then, when she is about to be taken away from me, I realize just how important she is to me. It’s so unfair.”


  “Traci…,” his voice trailed off because he honestly didn’t know what to say to make her feel better. “What can I do?”


  With a shaky laugh, she tapped the top of the binder. “Help me with this. God knows I’ll need the help. I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing or how to do it. But it has to be done quickly, and I can’t ask her to do it.”


  “Looks like she’s already done it. All we have to do is implement it.” He reached over and opened the binder to a random page. He stared at the magazine cutout of a woman wearing a white wedding dress with a butterfly on her choker. “You’re going to wear something like this?”


  She didn’t look at the picture. She looked at her mom, sleeping in the hospital bed. “I’ll wear whatever she wants me to wear.”


  His mind whirling, he reached over and took her hand. “You don’t have to do this. If you just had a wedding that she helped you plan, that would be enough.”


  “This is honestly what I want to do. Imagine how thrilled she’ll be.”


  Reaching over, he flipped a few more pages and noticed the theme. “Butterflies, huh?” With a chuckle, he nudged her shoulder. “Going to be like coming out of a cocoon to your new and beautiful self?”


  “Did you just call me a caterpillar?”


  “A cute caterpillar.”


  When she turned her head and glared at him, he saw a spark of his Traci and quit worrying about her. “Don’t press your luck, babe.”
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  Traci stood in the doorway of the Branch Bridal Wedding Shop and felt her stomach clench in nervous apprehension. She smelled potpourri and coffee and dresses. In the windows, mannequins posed in wedding attire, prom attire, and little flower girl attire. Racks of dresses in a rainbow of colors filled the room. Against one mirrored wall sat a platform about two-feet tall. Damask sofas and dainty end tables surrounded the platform.


  She shifted her sheriff’s uniform belt and felt as out of place as she could possibly feel.


  A woman with short, curly brown hair stood behind the counter. She had a phone to her ear and leafed through a giant book in front of her. “Right,” she said, pulling the pencil out from behind her ear and marking in a notebook. “Okay. I need delivery by Thursday. Great. Thanks.”


  She hung up the phone and looked up at Traci. “Good morning. How is your mom doing?”


  “Uh,” the recognition threw her off. “She’s, uh, not doing well, actually.”


  Her face fell, and she stepped out from behind the counter. “I’m Dorothy Branch by the way. I don’t think we’ve ever officially met.”


  “Traci. Nice to meet you.” They shook hands, and she looked around. “This is, uh, quite a place you’ve got here.”


  With a beaming smile, she said, “Thanks! My mother was a seamstress and had a dress shop. When she died, I turned it into a formal-wear shop.” She gestured up and down at Traci. “So, I hear you’re getting married.”


  “I, uh, yeah.” She held up the box she carried. “I have a request, and it’s probably going to sound strange. My mom has been drawing similar wedding dresses since she was a little girl. I’d like to know if they can be put together and made into a dress that symbolizes the spirit of her drawings.”


  She held out the thin box that had once contained letterhead paper with her mom’s company logo on it. “How exciting. Let me see,” Dorothy said, taking it from her and setting it on the counter. She lifted the lid. A crayon drawing on gray construction paper sat on the top. “Ohhh,” she breathed. She gently lifted it up and studied it. “Oh, this is wonderful.”


  Dorothy looked through each piece of paper, giving each a practiced glance, then reached over the counter and picked up a notebook. “I cannot possibly do this work. It’s so beautiful. I am going to contact a designer I know and have her do it.” She looked up at Traci. “I’ve seen her work. If you’re willing to allow me to send this to her, all of this, I think what you get back will amaze you.”


  “Thank you.” She glanced around again. “I need some other gowns, too, like for the bridal party.”


  Dorothy grinned. “Those, I can probably handle.” She reached over the counter again and pulled out a thick appointment book. “In fact, I would be delighted. When is your wedding date?”


  “June 22.”


  Dorothy looked at her with a raised eyebrow. “That’s really soon. Less than three months from now.”


  “I know.” She cleared her throat.


  “There’s really no delicate way to ask this. Should I let the designer know that we may need to let out the waist size a bit?”


  Traci blinked, then snorted. “No. My mom probably has four months to live. I’d like to do this while she can be there.”


  The older woman blushed first, probably as a result of her initial assumption. Then her eyes filled with unshed tears and she swallowed her lips. When she spoke, she said, “I’m very sorry to hear that. We’ll get it done in plenty of time. I’ll go ahead and call London and let her know what I’m sending her. I’ll email her a couple of these images so she can get started right away. What else do you need?”


  Traci hooked her thumbs into her uniform belt. “I think this is a good start. Thank you.” She reached up with one hand and tapped the top of the box. “I mean it. This is not my world. I don’t know what’s supposed to happen when. Thankfully, my mom has so many checklists and guides that I can go back and see what my wedding looks like with those.”


  “Well, know how much we love your mom, and we will make sure that everything for your wedding goes to the head of the line as our top priority.”


  “Thanks.”


  Dorothy smiled. “Let’s get you measured.”


  Traci took off her uniform belt and boots and stood on a two-foot platform while Dorothy took every possible measurement she could take. When she walked out of the shop, she slipped her sunglasses back on and looked around. What next? Right. Work. She had to work now because she needed to save as much personal time as possible for when she needed it again. Knowing in her heart that when her mom got to the point of death, she’d need more time. Instead of sadness, hot burning anger flooded her chest. How was this anything close to fair?


  Honestly, though, how could she feel such righteous indignation? She’d spent her entire adult life trying to avoid her mother, and now all she wanted was to find a way to make her happy in the last few months of her life.


  She walked down the street and headed back to her office. As she crossed the road, her eyes fell onto the Two Sisters Flower Shop sign. Maybe she should pop in there, too.


  Wire racks of potted green plants covered the sidewalk in front of the store on one side of the door, all different shapes and sizes. On the other side, blooming bushes, buckets of roses, budding tulips, and other flowers she could not even identify overflowed the area.


  The door jingled when she walked in and immediately the overwhelming smell of fresh-cut flowers assaulted her nose. It transported her back into the hospital room, waiting to find out the test results, listening to the doctor explain what advanced congestive heart failure meant and all of the implications. It took all of her will-power not to put a finger up to her nose to block the smell. Spanish tile covered the floor, and the air had a cool, moist feel to it.


  Jessica Seaver stood behind the glass counter. She had a shock of wild, slightly frizzy red hair that she tried to contain under a bandana, creamy white skin that looked almost artificial it was so smooth, and big green eyes made more visible because of the horn-rimmed glasses she wore. Traci had always liked her and wished she had a part of her inside that could so blatantly set a style for herself.


  “Traci?” Jessica greeted, her eyes wide. “Is your mom okay?”


  “Mom’s okay.” She looked around at the displays of flowers, the hanging baskets of plants, the balloons caught in the net behind the desk, then finally back at Jessica. “I know. I can’t believe I’ve never been in here before, either.”


  “So you’re here about the wedding, then?”


  Surprised, Traci opened her mouth then closed it again. “Uh…”


  “It’s okay. We’ve got you covered.”


  “How’s that?”


  Jessica raised an eyebrow. “You have the butterfly binder, right?”


  “Yes. Yes.” Almost weakly she added, “The butterfly binder.”


  Jessica reached underneath the counter and pulled out a file folder. She cleared the spot on the glass counter and opened the file. “It’s all here. We’ve already ordered the butterflies that will be ready to release on the big day. June twenty-second, if I’m not mistaken.”


  “Butterflies?” Her eyebrows came together in a frown. “Have you been talking to Travis about this?”


  “Yes, of course. And your mom.”


  “And my mom?” She took a deep breath through her mouth to try to avoid smelling as many flowers as possible and looked up at the ceiling. Finally, she said, “I don’t want you bothering my mom with this.”


  “Uh, Traci, she called me.”


  “Nevertheless.”


  “Traci, we’ve known each other for a long time, and I’ve known your mom for even longer. I’m going to say this without an ounce of offense intended. This is her world, not yours. You’re not exactly…” She pressed her lips together then said, “Tell me why you don’t want her to help you. You know nothing could bring her more joy.”


  Traci carefully constructed the next sentence. “She is very weak. She’s using every ounce of her energy just to stay alive. If I handed my wedding over to her, it would consume her waking thoughts and she likely wouldn’t live to witness the day. I’d rather have her there than have her die planning it.”


  Immediately, Jessica’s eyes filled with tears. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize she was that level of sick.”


  Traci nodded. “She is that level of sick.” Clearing her throat, she stepped forward so she could see the paper inside the folder. “So, apparently, I am releasing butterflies?”


  “Yeah, uh,” Jessica slipped her fingers under her glasses and wiped at her eyes then continued, “that was Travis. He said with all the focus on butterflies throughout your mom’s binder that it would be a beautiful way to honor her.” She grabbed a pencil out of a terra-cotta pot next to the register. “I can cancel the order of course.”


  Some female part of her heart bloomed open with the thoughtfulness of Travis, at the way he put his own personal touch on something that didn’t have room for any further personal touches due to her mother’s already meticulous and detailed planning. “No. Please. That sounds perfect.” She skimmed the other words in the file. “Is everything in order for the flowers, or was there more information needed? I am not going to counter my mom at this point, since she’s already called you, but I’ll take over from here.”


  Jessica ran her finger along the list. “Nope. Looks like it’s all in order. I’ll need to know the number of attendants. That should be about all the more input I’ll need.”


  Relief at not having to make those decisions made her smile. “Great. Perfect. Thank you. I’ll get back with you on the attendant thing.”


  Jessica smiled broadly. “Okeydokey!”


  Escaping as quickly as she could, she left the shop. Once outside, she took deep breaths of clean air and headed toward her office again. As she walked, she pulled her phone out of her pocket and dialed her mom’s number.


  “Traci,” her mom said enthusiastically, “you never call me in the middle of a shift!”


  “Yeah, I, uh, took a quick break and went to Two Sisters.”


  “Did you see the flowers we talked about?”


  “Mom, I need you to stop.”


  She stopped walking so she could focus all of her attention on her mother’s tone. “Stop what?”


  “Do not plan this wedding. You’ve already planned it. I have the…the butterfly binder, right? Please trust me to know how to follow your very detailed instructions to know what to do next.”


  After several seconds of not speaking, Michelle finally asked, “Why not? Why can’t I make a simple phone call to people that I have communicated with as part of my job every day since I’ve been in business?”


  Traci lifted a hand in greeting as someone walked by her and turned her body to block anyone from overhearing. “Because, Mama, you’re not working today, are you? You’re on terminal sick leave. Your body is using all of its energy to keep you alive. The less energy you put into other things, the more you’ll have for when there’s a detail I actually need your help with.”


  “You’re expecting me to sit in my rocker like an old woman. I’m forty-years-old. I can work.”


  Emotion forced her to clear her throat to keep speaking. “Just to prove you can? Please, Mom, just relax. Go get your hair done. Spend a spa day.” With her mom’s strangled sound of frustration, she said, “I have an idea. Why don’t I come over and show you what I’ve accomplished for the day? Okay? You can approve, suggest changes, and give me names and numbers, and I’ll do all the leg work.”


  After a few seconds, her mom said, “I think I’d like that very much.”


  Feeling like she’d just averted a major interpersonal crisis in a relationship already on a weak foundation, she smiled. “Great. I’ll see you after my shift.”


  Before continuing to her office, she stepped into Travis’ school. She had a five-minute window before he started his next class. She walked into the lobby and looked through the window into the dojang. He sat on the mat next to a little girl and helped her put her body in the right position to stretch. Surprised, Traci noticed all of the students were children, even this early in the day and realized that this was the new homeschool group. She tapped on the window and waved when he looked up and saw her.


  The smile that crossed his face made her heart leap in her chest and her breath catch in the back of her throat. Why did just seeing him do this to her? She smiled back and waited for him to finish before he sprang up and jogged barefoot to the door.


  He wore a black dobak. An American flag patch adorned one shoulder, the red and yellow dragon emblem of his school adorned the other shoulder. Around his waist, he wore his black belt with five gold stripes, called dans, on one end and his name in gold hangul on the other end. He came through the door and walked toward her.


  “Hey. Everything okay?”


  As soon as he stood close enough to touch, she put her hands on his face and kissed him. At first, he put his hands on her waist, but after a few moments, they slipped around her and pulled her closer. When she broke the kiss and stepped back, he raised an eyebrow, looking her up and down, from the toes of her boots to her sheriff deputy uniform to the top of her head. “What was the for, officer?”


  “Deputy,” she corrected automatically, then said, “Star. Not a badge. Thanks for the butterflies.”


  For a moment he looked confused, then he grinned. “Well, I’ll have to do something like that again if this is how you act about an order of insects.”


  She kissed him hard and quick again. “I love you. I’ll see you later.”


  On her way out, she paused and looked back at him. “I’m having dinner with my mom to talk about the wedding details I arranged today. Would you like to join us?”


  He shook his head. “I have an eight o’clock practice with the team in the competition this weekend. But next time?”


  “Sure. I’m sure there will be a lot of times.” Laughing, she walked out of the school and down the street to her office.


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  Travis stepped onto Traci’s porch and settled into the chair next to her. Around them, the town lay silent in the late evening. He looked forward to the day that he could call this coming home.


  Traci tilted her head toward him and smiled. “How was practice?”


  He’d started his day at five this morning. After five hour-long classes and a two-hour practice, his muscles ached with exhaustion and his eyes burned. “Good. They’ll do well.”


  “Aren’t you competing?”


  He’d registered, but lost a lot of practice time with Michelle in the hospital. “Not this time.” Reaching for her hand, he asked, “How did dinner go?”


  “She is really energetic about this.” Her voice sounded tired. “I want her not to work. I need her to rest.”


  “I get that, Traci, but she’s a grown woman. The doctor has given her all of the necessary information and she is making an informed decision. Despite your perspective, she’s not a child, she’s not frail, and she’s not mentally unsound.”


  She pulled her hand away. “Is that how I’m acting?”


  “It’s how you’re treating her.” He stood and moved so that he could stand her in direct line of sight. “Listen, I know you’re doing this because you love her. You want to step in and help her to make up for years of wishing she would just go away and leave you alone.”


  She opened her mouth as if to argue but then shut it again and looked at his feet. He didn’t intend to shame her. He didn’t intend to argue with her about it. He just wanted to help her just stop and trust God and relax about the fact that there was absolutely nothing she could do to change the past. “Just let her help you. You need it, she needs it. Let her listen to her body and be the one in charge of how she should feel.” Kneeling, he reclaimed her hand and she met his eyes again. “I think you’ve made a point to her and I think she got your message. Now, enjoy her. Love on her. While you can.”


  “You’re probably right.”


  He winked and grinned. “I think that is a good note to go forward on.”


  Straightening some, he leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “I’m going to go inside and root in your fridge. Hopefully, you have something I can eat so that I don’t have to leave so early.”


  She stood with him. “I brought you leftover chicken salad.”


  “You’re a rock star. But, sit. I can collect my own salad.”


  He slid open the glass door and stepped into her living room. Immediately, he noticed the open binder next to a yellow legal pad scribbled with notes in Traci’s handwriting. He walked through the orderly room and into the kitchen. In the fridge on an empty shelf, he found a plate of salad greens next to a small bowl of roasted chicken. In the door was a mason jar of vinegar and oil. Soon, he had his salad dressed and grabbed a fork out of the drawer, then took it outside.


  “You keep taking Michelle’s side, you know,” Traci said as he began to eat.


  While he chewed, he analyzed her words. “I’m not taking anyone’s side per se,” he said after swallowing. “I’m simply trying to get you to see things from my perspective. I’m on the outside of your relationship with her, and it’s puzzled me for a long time.”


  Linking her fingers together, she raised them above her head and stretched. “My father did not like me. I adored him. I remember them living together. I remember waiting and waiting for him to come home and I’d run over to him, and he’d do his best to get away from me. He never cuddled with me or even just watched television with me. He never played games with me or even called me any cute nicknames. He would call me Traci-girl. He was always reminding me I was a girl.”


  Travis thought about his own father, about how close he felt to him and how he knew his sisters adored him and sought his approval until the day a terrible accident took him away from them. “I’m sorry,” he said.


  “It’s what it is. They were fifteen. My grandfather tried to keep my mom from moving in with him since they weren’t married, but Mom insisted it was the right thing. When I was four, Dad made us leave so he could move his new family into our house. Mom moved home and my grandfather became my surrogate father.”


  Travis knew she never spoke to her father, even though he worked two blocks from the sheriff’s office. They’d been together at a restaurant once when he walked in with his family. Traci saw him come in, but nothing on her face gave away any hint of how she felt about it. She had just looked at him, then back at Travis and continued the conversation. If he hadn’t known it was her father, he never would have suspected she had even recognized him.


  “When I was twelve, I was on a softball team for the county. At practice one day at the ballpark, I saw him with his son.” Travis noticed she said son, not claiming him as her half-brother. “They were there for little league and he was so loving and attentive to that boy. I ran up to him to say hi, but he didn’t know who I was at first, then was very cool to me after. It’s the last time I really tried to talk to him.”


  Travis frowned. “Did he not have visitation?”


  With a shrug, she said, “He never pushed for it. My mom and grandpa never pressed him about it. I don’t even know if he ever paid any child support. Grandpa took care of everything. He was well off, and my mom lacked for nothing.”


  They sat in silence while he finished eating. Finally, he said, “Traci? Are you harboring some anger at your mom because of how your dad treated you?”


  In the moonlight, he could see the frown cover her face. “No. She didn’t do anything to hurt our relationship. But my mom never understood my desire to be more tomboy than girl. We had more fights about pants over dresses or pigtails versus bows than I can count. I wanted to play sports, she wanted me to dance. I wanted to join rifle and archery teams, she wanted me in home economics. Nothing I did pleased her. Nothing she wanted me to do pleased me. Honestly, we’ve been at odds my entire life.”


  He thought about what she’d said then asked, “Do you think your dad rejected you because you’re a girl?”


  She stood and took his empty plate from him. He followed her inside. “No. I just think he didn’t know what to do with me because I’m a girl. I think he wouldn’t have been afraid of a boy. But, what do I know?”


  After setting the plate in the sink, she looked at the clock on the stove. “I need to get to bed. I have a super long day tomorrow. We have a prison transport.”


  He opened his arms and she willingly stepped closer to him. He wrapped her tightly against him, savoring the contact. With his cheek next to hers, he closed his eyes and relaxed for the first time all day. “You be careful with your prison transport.”


  “I promise.”


  “In just a few weeks, this won’t have to be goodbye.”


  Without breaking contact with him, she lifted her head and looked into his eyes. He felt the pull of his desire for her as he looked down at her. “I know. I can’t wait.”


  Kissing her gently, he stepped away and broke contact. “I will see you tomorrow.”


  Smiling, she said, “Yes, you will.”
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  Traci carried the gallon jug of lemonade into the kitchen just as Travis Seaver’s mother, Margaret Seaver, pulled the Easter lamb rib roast out of the oven, set it on a burner, then pulled out a large turkey. Traci looked over her shoulder as she set the pans on the ceramic trivets she’d laid out on the kitchen island. “Hi, honey. Go ahead and put that in the fridge for now. That way it can keep cool.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” Traci said. She found a spot in the fridge and shut the door. When she turned back around, she saw Margaret dishing potatoes and carrots out of another roasting pan. Travis’ mother had taken a job as the high school secretary a week after her husband’s funeral and had worked there ever since. Travis and his sisters had been in elementary school at the time. Margaret was barely five-four and had a compact, round body and somehow projected herself much larger and commanding than her actual size.


  She ran her household with an order that both impressed and intimidated Traci. She’d never reach that level of domestic accomplishment, nor did she want to. But she certainly admired the way that Margaret had balanced work and home.


  Traci asked, “Can I help?”


  “Hand me that platter over there.”


  She looked and saw a large platter lined with some sort of leafy green lettuce. She set it next to the pan of meat. Upon closer inspection, Traci realized the roast sat in a cake pan, the kind that made the hole in the middle. Bundt! Yes, a Bundt pan.


  With her hands protected by silicone gloves, Margaret lifted the roast out of the pan and set it in the center of the platter. Using heavy duty shears, she snipped at the string that she’d wrapped around the meat to hold it in place. Once she unwound the string, Margaret stepped back and examined it.


  Traci said, “That looks kind of like a crown.”


  “Well, that’s just perfect, then,” Margaret said. “It’s called a crown roast.”


  The back door opened and Travis came in, carrying a large bowl of potato salad. On his heels, his grandmother Betty Jasper followed. “Mammaw made potato salad,” he announced. “Enough for an army.”


  “Never have too much potato salad,” Betty replied. She went to Margaret and the women hugged, then she turned to Traci, arms out. “Happy Easter, Traci. Heard you’re finally making an honest man out of my boy here.”


  Traci laughed and hugged Betty, smelling the familiar smell of vanilla that always accompanied her. “I think he’s always been honest.”


  “Meh.” She stepped back and wagged a finger in her face. “Your mama’s been waiting too long, girl.”


  “Betty, I’m 25. Hardly an old maid.”


  “She was in my history class when she found out she was pregnant with you. That girl could’ve quit and took the easy road, but she didn’t. She came to school every day. Finished school, finished college.”


  Traci smiled. “Yes, ma’am.”


  “She was one of the good ones. You’re doing right by her.”


  “Thank you.”


  The kitchen door opened and Jessica Seaver walked in carrying a grocery bag in one arm and a vase of lilies in the other. She had straight red hair cut into a bob and streaked with blonde highlights. Always elegantly dressed, this afternoon she wore a cream-colored pantsuit with a lilac blouse and lilac heels. “Happy Easter,” she announced. “I brought the mint sauce for the lamb and Jessica’s bringing the potatoes I made this morning.” She set everything down on an empty spot on the island, hugged Betty first and then Margaret. “Mama, did Aunt Deborah say she was definitely bringing the cake? I never did hear back from her, so Jessica’s standing by ready to hit the grocery store if we need her to.”


  Betty waved a hand. “I talked to her this morning before church. She was frosting it while we were talking.”


  Jessica looked at Traci. “Hey, there’s the bride.” They hugged, and she said, “All the flowers are on order. We’re due to get them June twentieth. “


  The now familiar nervousness twisted in her stomach. “Great,” she said with a tight smile. “I wanted to talk to you about something.”


  Everyone stopped talking and looked at her, so she gestured with her head toward the back door. “Can we talk in private?”


  With a perfectly manicured raised eyebrow, Jessica said, “Of course.”


  Closest to the door, Travis opened it and preceded them outside. She’d already talked to him, so he knew the subject of the conversation. Once out of earshot of his entire family, she turned and looked at his sister. “I’ve asked my mom to be my matron of honor.”


  Jessica nodded. “Oh, honey, I know. She called and told us.”


  Holding a hand against her stomach, wanting to fight back the fear and nerves, she said, “If something happens and she, uh, can’t, I was wondering if you would stand in for her. Just as her surrogate.”


  It took a second for Jessica to comprehend the words. As soon as she did, her eyes widened and filled with tears. “Oh, Traci. We keep going day by day and forgetting about what might be.”


  Despite the harshness of the thought, Traci said, “Not might. What will be. It’s not if. It’s when. My prayer, our prayer, is that we get through the wedding. But there’s no promise.”


  “Surely she will be okay two months from now. I just saw her yesterday.”


  Traci closed her eyes and let out a breath. Travis put an arm over her shoulder, and she looked up at him. He obviously understood her silent plea and took over the conversation. “Will you stand in for Michelle if need be?”


  A tear ran down her cheek. “Of course. Yes. I would be honored.”


  Traci stepped forward and hugged Jessica. “Thank you.”


  She stepped back and gestured toward the door. “We should get back in there before everyone comes out here or explodes with curiosity.”


  Soon, the house filled with Travis’ Jasper side of the family. Coming from a really small family, with cousins only on her maternal grandmother’s side, sometimes the sheer size of his family overwhelmed her. His mother’s sister, his Aunt Deborah, arrived at one with her two children, their spouses, and their children. Travis and his cousin set up tables in the living room and one outside for the kids.


  Traci helped Travis carve the turkey while Jessica and Justine lined all the sides and desserts around the island in the kitchen. As soon as the food was ready, the house fell silent, and Travis asked God’s blessings on the meal and their time together as a family.


  Traci had spent as many holidays with Travis’ family as she could between work and obligations with her mom. Occasionally, she brought her mom with her. Today, though, Michelle had wanted to lie down after church and insisted that Traci go and celebrate with Travis. They promised Michelle that they’d bring her a plate back.


  While she fixed herself a plate, Traci thought about her day. Last week, she and Travis had sung in the Easter cantata at their church and Travis’ family had filled two rows to watch them. This morning, the two of them had attended the family church. She thought about the music, the message that Ryan had preached, and felt such peace and contentment as she sat surrounded by a loving family who had spent time worshiping together this morning. How had she ever thought that she didn’t want to marry Travis and become an official part of this clan? She couldn’t remember even thinking that way before.


  Throughout dinner, she laughed, chatted, and answered questions about the wedding and about her mom. Knowing that she didn’t have to face Michelle’s diagnosis alone, that this group would stand beside her, made it easier to face. She found herself reaching for Travis’ hand and just squeezing it, trying to convey all of the thoughts and feelings mixed up inside of her. He didn’t press her for any words. Instead, he slipped his arm over her shoulder and squeezed her tightly to him.


  That night, after putting the plate of food in her sleeping mother’s refrigerator, they stood at the gate, saying goodbye. “Hey,” she said, as he started to walk away.


  He turned and grinned at her in the dusky light. “Yeah?”


  “Thanks for asking me to marry you.”


  He winked. “Thanks for saying yes. And thanks for the second yes.”
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  Travis let himself into his apartment and hooked his keys onto the hook by the door. Immediately, his orange tabby Hobbes rushed at him, loudly complaining about the all-day abandonment.


  “Is that right?” he replied to the caterwauling, letting Hobbes lead him into the kitchen. Minutes later, after filling a bowl full of food and making sure fresh water flowed through the miniature fountain, he ran his hand down the soft fur and straightened.


  The full day of family had left him feeling a bit drained, but content. Now he had to prepare for the week ahead. He was thankful for the blessing of having to add the homeschool group to his schedule, but three extra classes a week meant more work. In two weeks, his classes would test for promotions in rank. One of his colleagues had a scheduling conflict, so he needed to find another person to help him with the testing. He’d put a call out to the black-belt class and see what came out of it.


  He had always wanted to teach and had majored in education in college. After graduation, while looking for a job in the Cooper County School System, the owner of the Taekwondo school approached him after he earned his fifth-degree black belt. Master Lee wanted to retire, but he wanted to keep the school active. Travis had prayed about it, talked to his mom at length about it, and at twenty-two years old, signed the contract for the loan to purchase the building and the school.


  Nothing in his life had ever felt more right up to that moment. He took all of the skills and tricks he learned in studying for general education and applied them to the martial arts school environment. It clicked perfectly for him. He loved his job, his students, and the fact that two years later, he met Traci.


  Still full from Easter dinner, he left the kitchen and went into the living room. From the window above his classroom, he looked down on Main Street. Easter Sunday night meant Main Street had rolled up the sidewalks and closed everything down. Even the diner’s lights were out.


  As he settled onto his couch, he looked at the closed laptop sitting on his coffee table. He really should work on lesson plans. He should write evaluations. He should investigate upcoming competitions and such. Instead, he reached over and picked up his Bible, randomly opening it to a passage in Proverbs. Skimming over the words, he read “He who finds a wife finds a good thing and obtains favor from the Lord.”


  His attraction for Traci had been born out of respect for her concentration and skill on the mat. Her hand-to-hand training in the police academy had prepared her for the discipline to focus on an opponent and anticipate attacks and defenses. Underneath the training, he sensed a raw talent that he’d only seen a few times in the two decades he’d practiced the art.


  It took him months to ask her out, mainly because she gave him absolutely no indication about whether or not such a request would be accepted, rejected, welcomed… nothing. Every time he thought about it, he talked himself out of it. Finally, he just asked, on the spur of the moment, one night when she was one of the last students leaving.


  “I thought you’d never ask,” she’d grinned. “For a minute there, I thought I’d have to make the first move.”


  For two years, they dated very casually, their relationship building very slowly. Eventually, he went to her church instead of his home church. Eventually, they spent holidays together, assumed plans, and people started talking about them as a couple rather than two separate people. He told her he loved her one night in the emergency room while they waited for a wrist she’d sprained in intramural baseball league practice to get wrapped. She’d grinned up at him and said, “I’ve loved you since the first time you flattened me on the mat and didn’t apologize.”


  Asking her to marry him had taken a lot more courage than anything he’d ever done. He knew she didn’t want to get married. He knew she didn’t want a family, or anything traditional. But he needed to be married to her. He needed that completion, that one-ness spoken of in the Bible. He required more than casual, gradual. The proposal was his way of writing his future in stone.


  Her immediate yes surprised him. Her second yes humbled him. Knowing she felt the same way about him, even if it took her a little extra time to come around to the notion, thrilled him. Knowing that in two short months they’d come together as man and wife excited him.


  After praying, thanking God for her, for them, for Him, he finally opened his laptop and started generating lesson plans for the coming week. With Hobbes curled up in a contented ball at his side, he worked until about midnight, sending the plans to himself so that he could print them from his work computer.


  Knowing Traci had likely gone to bed hours before, he didn’t send her a text to tell her that thoughts about her had distracted him from working most of the night. Instead, he set an alarm for five, knowing that she’d come out of her garage apartment about five-ten for a morning run that would take her past his school. He would wait downstairs for her, as he did most mornings, and he would cherish that time.


  


  
    
      [image: dress sketch]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Chapter]
          

          	
            [image: ]
          

          	
            [image: 7]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  Traci stood on the box, Dorothy at her feet, pinning the hem of the wedding gown. She couldn’t believe that London Hutchins had taken those scraps of paper from her mother’s binder and created something of such timeless beauty. A delicate lace butterfly created a collar at the neck, and the lace came down over her chest to a satin bodice that very subtly looked like the wings of a butterfly, extending down the tight waist and into the skirt. Lace butterflies interspersed throughout the lace of the train. Simple sleeves kept the dress elegant and tasteful. The satin ended at the elbow, and the same butterfly lace went to her wrists.


  Looking at herself in the mirror, she felt more than pretty. She felt beautiful, stunning, like someone stepping out of a fairy tale story.


  “Oh, Traci. I can hardly believe you had this dress made for me.” Michelle sat on the brocade couch and sipped a cup of tea. “In all my dreams, I never actually imagined I’d be doing this as a mother. I assumed as a grandmother, but never a mother.”


  Traci couldn’t help but smile at her, though it hurt her face to do it. “I’m happy you’re enjoying yourself,” she said sincerely, wishing she could pay someone to stand in for her. “I just hope the dress is ready in four weeks’ time.”


  “We’ll be pushing the clock, but it will get finished,” Dorothy promised. She stood and put the pin she’d had in her mouth into the holder on her wrist. “I need you back in here on June fourteenth for your final fitting.”


  “Another one?” Dorothy made a circling motion with her fingertip, so Traci turned her back to her. She felt Dorothy’s fingers go to the fasteners on the back. Soon, the tight satin loosened and she gripped it at her chest to keep it from falling all the way off.


  “Yes. No matter what you do, you’ll gain or lose some weight in the next month. Trust me. I’ve been doing this a long time.”


  “Listen to her,” Michelle said, setting her cup and saucer on the table in front of her. Traci noticed the slight tremor that had appeared in her mother’s hands this week. “I never argue with Dorothy about a dress.”


  Dorothy gestured toward the dressing room as she turned to Michelle. “You, my friend, are a gem, and I am so thrilled to be helping with Traci’s dress.”


  In the dressing room, Traci carefully stepped out of the dress, peeled off the awful two-inch heels, and gratefully put her uniform back on. With her lunch break nearly over, she still had to swallow a sandwich before getting back to work. Her boss only had so much patience for this whole wedding business. She needed to tread carefully.


  Knowing that one of Dorothy’s clerks would do something with the dress, she left it draped over the bench and stepped out of the room.


  “What a difference, huh?” Dorothy said with a grin. “It’s like night and day.”


  She laughed. “It feels like it, too. I think, what a relief to get my uniform back on.” She pulled out her phone and made a notation to come back. “I’ll be here on the fourteenth.” Looking at her mom, she asked, “Do you need me to take you home?”


  “Oh, no dear. I’m going to sit here for a while. Watch a couple of fittings. I miss it.”


  “Okay, Mama.” She paused with her hand on the door handle and looked back at her mother. She didn’t like the breathless way Michelle had talked all day. Had she said no because she was too tired to walk home, or did she honestly just want to sit there?


  Dorothy obviously saw the look on her face, because she came closer. “I’ll take care of her. You go on now.”


  Nodding, Traci walked out of the shop, listening to the bell jingle on the door as it shut. She walked down the street, nodding to people she knew, and turned the corner to go to the sheriff’s office. As she stepped inside, she slipped her hat off her head and greeted Anna May at the reception desk. “How’s it been?”


  “Lucas is with Sheriff and Tiny down by the river. ‘Nother one of them Jelly drugs. Man jumped off of his own roof. Word is he broke his neck.”


  This chalked up death number three in Cooper County due to what the DEA had nicknamed Jellies. They’d arrested three other people who had taken the drug then threatened someone they loved. The drug did something terrible to the brain, and most people who took it eventually turned from violent thoughts to suicidal thoughts.


  “Do I need to go out there?”


  “Sheriff said he’d call you direct if they needed you. For now, though, he needed someone to cover the high school release. Tiny’s on the schedule.”


  “Got it.”


  All the deputies took turns directing traffic for twenty minutes in the mornings and again in the afternoons when the Cooper County High School released. In the two years since they started doing it, the incidents of fender benders, road rage, and accidents had dropped dramatically. She never really minded the duty, because it gave her a chance to get good eyes on so many of the high school students—especially the ones old enough to drive.


  At two minutes after three, she got out of her car and walked into the intersection, stopping oncoming traffic on both sides and directing the first wave of traffic out of the school. At the first lull, she stopped the school traffic and gave the oncoming cars a chance to get by. She waved, blew her whistle, gestured, and nodded, enjoying the time. On this Friday before Memorial Day, the sun beat down on her hat covered head and the students’ excitement at the notion fleeing the school for a long weekend resonated in the air.


  While she had both arms raised, she felt the phone in her back pocket vibrate. She couldn’t lower her hands, though, so she ignored the incoming call. Ten minutes later, when most of the cars cleared out of the parking lot, she pulled her phone out on her way to her vehicle. She saw she’d missed a call from the dress shop.


  Anxiety crept up her neck as she dialed the number. Had something happened to her mom? Did she have another heart attack? By the time Dorothy finally answered, she’d worked herself up to a full-blown panic. “What’s wrong?” She demanded by way of greeting.


  “Uh, nothing. Your mom is fine. I wanted to talk to you about what you’re doing with your hair.”


  Confused, she shook her head to clear it. “My hair?”


  “At the wedding. London designed a hat to go with your dress.”


  “Oh.” Honestly, she felt like people overused the word wedding way too often in her presence lately. “I’m not doing anything on it. I’m sure it will be styled somehow, but no veil, no hat.”


  “Great! Thanks.”


  Staring at the phone for several seconds after Dorothy hung up, she finally tossed it on the seat next to her and rested her forehead on the steering wheel. She honestly didn’t know how much longer she could do this.


  Then she sat up. “Four weeks,” she said, reiterating that to herself. She knew exactly how much longer she could do this. One month.
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  Travis held the pads strapped to his hands higher. “Again,” he directed, bracing his body for the kick. “Higher.”


  Traci jumped and spun, her right leg striking out, hitting the pad dead center. The force of the kick pushed his arm backward, and he had to take a step back to maintain his balance. “Good,” he said, lifting the pads. “Again. Higher.”


  She flexed her knees, balancing on the balls of her feet. Her face glimmered with a sheen of sweat, and her hands curled into fists as she raised them again. He watched the flare of her eyes a split second before she shoved upward, spinning and kicking out with her right foot accompanied with a powerful yell. The solid smack rang through the empty room.


  “That’s it,” he said, slipping his hands out of the straps. “Perfect.”


  He felt as proud of her for hitting the target dead center as when he’d perfected that same kick. He walked over to the shelf where he stored the equipment and set the pads in their proper place. When he glanced at the clock on the wall, he turned toward her. “We have to go. I didn’t realize it was so late.”


  “Go where?”


  “Choir practice.”


  She looked at the clock, too. “Oh, right. I forgot it was Wednesday.”


  “You coming?”


  She put her hands on her hips and pursed her lips. He could see the internal debate, knew how exhausted she’d felt lately between work, wedding, and her mother. Go to choir practice or go home? He could hear her thoughts almost as if she spoke them.


  “Sure,” she said, surprising him. “Let me run to the back and throw something on instead of this.” She gestured at her dobak. “Won’t be a second.”


  He’d changed before she came over. Usually, he closed at six on Wednesdays so that he had time to close up the school and eat something before heading to church. Tonight, though, she’d wanted to work out, and he’d happily obliged her.


  He went to his office, making sure he turned everything off, left everything secure, and turned out the light. He locked his office door just as Traci came out of the locker room. She’d changed into a pair of jeans and a bright pink surfing tank top she’d bought when she’d attended a law enforcement conference in Florida.


  “All set?” he asked.


  “Yep.”


  They stepped out of the building together, and she paused with him while he locked the door. Holding hands, they strolled down Main and turned left on Fourth. Three blocks later, they walked up the steps of the church.


  He’d joined the choir as soon as he joined the church. He had always enjoyed singing. With a father as a full-time music director, church choirs had played a big part in his younger years. His mother sang in the church choir even after his dad died. The first time he’d heard Traci sing, he’d tried to convince her to join the choir with him, but it had taken almost a year. The first time she went with him, he could barely contain the excitement at sharing this vital part of his life with her.


  She admitted to enjoying it way more than she’d thought she would. The pair of them had even sung a couple of duets as Sunday specials a time or two. He believed his father would have very much enjoyed the sound of her voice and would have approved of their relationship.


  They walked through the side door and to the choir room. About half of the regular people were there, an average attendance for a last-week-of-school night.


  They stopped at the cubbies and grabbed their books, then made their way to their appropriate seats. Marla Thomas who sat to Traci’s right leaned toward her. “Girl, I know you’re getting excited. Just a little over three weeks away!”


  The pained look that crossed Traci’s face almost made Travis chuckle out loud. Traci smiled weakly. “Yeah. So excited.” Giving an enthusiastic thumb’s up sign, she looked at Travis. “Go wedding!”


  He actually laughed more. The poor long-suffering bride. “It will be four hours out of your life.”


  This time, she gave him a genuine smile. “I know.” Blowing him a kiss, she turned back to Marla. “How’s your week been?”


  “Okay. Well, almost. Listen,” she leaned closer, and Travis could barely make it out when she said, “can we meet after practice?”


  Traci looked around then nodded. “Sure. Everything okay?”


  Marla pressed her lips together and shook her head. “Found something in Andrew’s room. Want you to confirm that it’s what I think it is.”


  Travis watched a look of concern cross Traci’s face just as the choir director went to the podium. “Good evening,” he said, rustling some papers. “Let’s go ahead and open in prayer.”
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  Traci leaned closer to the high school sophomore. “Listen, Andrew, this is bad stuff. This isn’t just a good time. This is poison. It messes with your mind in a way you’re not looking for. People are dying.”


  He wouldn’t look her in the eye. She could see the muscle ticking in his jaw, and he kept swallowing as if trying to prevent tears. “We aren’t trying to get you into trouble. We’re just trying to locate the source of the Jellies here in Cooper county. That’s it. No one has to know you said anything. You have to trust me.”


  His head shot up. He looked all around, the whites of his eyes almost glowing against his dark skin. “I don’t trust you. You think this drug will kill me? What do you think they’ll do to me if word gets out?”


  She shrugged and sat back. “I’m just having a casual after church chat with my friend and her son. I’m not on duty. I’m not in uniform. I’m just looking for your supplier. What your mama does to you after is up to her.”


  Marla leaned toward her son. “Son, you better tell her right now, or your life is over in ways you cannot even imagine.”


  He swallowed three times before he finally said, “EJ Crawford.”


  Traci calculated names and faces. “Son of—?”


  “I don’t know,” He slapped the table and sat back. “He’s one of them Crawfords that live out off of Miller Farm road. He said he got it from his uncle’s stash.”


  She reached over and covered his fisted hand in hers. “Listen, Andrew. Thank you. No one will ever know you gave me a name. But you have to promise me, in return, that you leave this stuff alone.” His eyes shifted, and she squeezed his hand and gave it a small shake. “Promise me. I know there’s this curiosity inside of you to try it, but you’ll hurt yourself or hurt your mom, and I know you don’t want to do that.”


  A tear escaped his control and streamed down his face as he glanced at his mother, who sat quietly next to him but slightly behind him. She reached over and put a hand on his shoulder but kept her promise to Traci and didn’t say another word about it. Traci let him go and sat back. “We love you, Drew. I remember holding you the day you were born. Our moms go way back to high school. Trust me. I’m not trying to make things hard for you. I just want you safe.”


  He looked her in the eye, and another tear slipped down his face. “I promise.”


  “If you get word that anyone suspects you, come find me.” She looked at Marla. “You did the right thing. Let me know if you need anything.” As she stood, she looked at her watch than at Travis. “I don’t think I can do dinner tonight.”


  “That’s okay. I’ll just walk Marla to her car.” He brushed his lips over her cheek. “See you tomorrow.”


  “Yeah.” She waited about ten minutes after they left, then called Ben Hughes. “Hi, Sheriff. Sorry to bother you so late.”


  “What’s up?”


  “I just got information from a reliable source that EJ Crawford took Bubba’s stash. Probably at some point between him locking his wife in the bathroom and us arriving. He’s the supplier here in town.”


  After a moment’s pause, the sheriff asked, “Who’s your source?”


  “Confidential. Kid I know.”


  “Hard to get a warrant with an anonymous CI.”


  “Confidential, Sheriff. I gave my word.”


  Traci could almost hear Sheriff Hughes purse his lips. “How old is EJ?”


  “Eighteen or nineteen. He’s a senior this year.”


  “Adult, then. In a school full of minors. Okay.” Another long pause. “We’ll get with the school before students arrive in the morning. Search his locker. Let me call Principal Jefferson and see what I can arrange. Principal can search without a warrant.”


  “Roger. School starts at seven-forty. What time do you want to be there?”


  “Let’s do six-forty-five.”


  “You got it.”


  By the time she left the empty church classroom, the rest of the building was dark. She guessed whoever locked it up thought everyone had gone. Security lights guided her to the side door. She just hoped nothing alarmed when she opened it.


  Safely outside, no ringing alarm bells, no sudden flashing of blue lights, she walked home. She thought it unlikely that anyone could identify Andrew as their informant, but she worried slightly that his behavior would somehow clue them in. All she could do was pray for him at this point, and hope he came to her if he needed her.
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  At 6:45, Sheriff Hughes, Tiny, and Traci walked into the blue hallway of Cooper County High School. Signs proclaiming the mighty Eagles covered spare wall space. Quiet hung in the air with an energy that anticipated five hundred students bursting through the doors in thirty minutes.


  They followed the assistant principal, Nancy Childers, to locker 448, where the principal, Dr. Abraham Jefferson, waited for them. “Good morning, Sheriff,” Dr. Jefferson said. “Since you do not have a warrant, my understanding is that Ms. Childers and I are the only ones allowed to search the locker, unless we find something suspicious and report it.”


  “That is my understanding as well, Abe. Go ahead. We are looking for what looks like jelly candies. They are likely wrapped individually, but that is only an assumption based on the evidence we’ve recovered at crime scenes.”


  “Understood.” Dr. Jefferson slipped on a pair of blue nitrile gloves and inserted a key into the keyhole in the center of the dial of the locker. Once opened, he started removing items from the top shelf, handing each item to Nancy, who organized everything on the floor. From the second shelf stuffed in the back, he pulled out a worn paper bag. Inside, they found several dozen Jellies in small, individual zip-lock bags.


  Sheriff Hughes nodded. “That’s it. Deputy Winston, call in and confirm the warrant. We’ll arrest EJ when he gets here. Preferably in the parking lot.” With gloves on, he took the bag from the principal and held it out to Tiny. “Get this processed. I want the identity of every person attached to every fingerprint on every bag.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The Sheriff looked at them. “Clear out of here. Park the extra vehicles out back. I don’t want even a sliver of a hint that we’re here for anything outside of the routine morning traffic work. Don’t do anything and don’t let anything happen that might spook any of the Crawfords.”


  Traci confirmed the warrant, then walked with Nancy down the hall. “I’m glad this happened when school was still in session. In another week, catching him would have been much harder.”


  “Glad we could help.” She glanced at Traci. “How did you know it was EJ? Did someone tell you?”


  Why would she ask? “It’s not my place to say, really.” She studied her face for a reaction, “And it’s not your place to ask.”


  Her cheekbones blushed red and Traci decided to stick next to her until school started. She did send Tiny a quick text while they walked.


  VP acting odd. She connected to Crawfords? Might want to send a car out to their farm.


  Seconds later, a reply came in:


  Roger. Will check and get back w you


  She followed Nancy into her office. The vice principal looked surprised. “Do you need anything more, deputy?”


  Traci hooked her thumbs into her utility belt, her right hand comfortably close to her weapon and her left hand within inches of her Taser. “I guess I’m just curious why you wanted to know who tipped us off.”


  Nancy sat in her chair and said, “I was just making small talk.”


  “Sure.” Traci settled into a chair facing her. “I’m just keeping you company until everything’s settled.”


  With a raised eyebrow, Nancy said, “You think I’m going to call EJ and tell him not to come to school today?”


  Her phone vibrated, and she glanced at the preview of the text.


  Maiden name Crawford


  “Can’t say. My maiden name isn’t Crawford. I’m guessing he’s your nephew? I’m not an aunt so I wouldn’t know how one would act knowing a felony drug charge was headed for my nephew.”


  Nancy stammered and said, “I wouldn’t warn him. I know you could charge me with obstruction.”


  “True. But you asked who told us. I’m not comfortable with you seeking knowledge like that. I feel like you know way more about certain business going on in your school than what you’ve let on. So, I’m going to keep you company here until school starts, then you’re going to come with me, and we’ll get down to the bottom of it.”


  Nancy opened her mouth, then closed it again and pressed her lips together. She leaned back in her chair and interlaced her fingers, bringing her hands up to her mouth and closing her eyes. For the next twenty-five minutes, she sat still like that. The chirp of Traci’s shoulder radio startled both of them. “Suspect is in custody.”


  Traci stood as she pressed the call button and said, “Roger. Suspect two in custody as well.” She gestured with her hands. “Go ahead and stand up and face that wall. Put your hands flat against it.”


  A few minutes later, after securing the two cell phones she found on Nancy’s person, she escorted her in handcuffs down the busy hallways. The students stopped talking in a wave as they parted and let them pass.


  “You could have arrested me before the students got here,” Nancy said through clenched teeth as Traci put her into the unmarked car.


  “You think?” She pursed her lips and looked around. “I’m just not sure I could have.” She gestured with her finger. “Watch yourself. Shutting the door. Wouldn’t want to hit you with it.”


  Tiny walked up just as the door shut. “Think she’s in on it?”


  “I think the phones will tell us.” She held up the evidence bags. “We need another warrant, obviously. How’d it go with EJ?”


  “He is shocked and outraged and cannot imagine who would put those illegal substances in his locker.”


  Laughing, she shook her head. “Let’s hope he was dumb enough to handle the bags with bare hands.”


  “Exactly.”


  “We’re also pulling security footage. Hopefully, Nancy wouldn’t have thought to or have had time to erase it or anything nefarious like that. She didn’t know we were coming and didn’t have time to cover any tracks.”


  “One hopes that people who sell dangerous drugs to children aren’t ever smart enough to fully cover their tracks.”
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  Traci sat on the bench next to Travis and lifted her face to the sun. He watched her soak in the heat and bask in the warm rays. She rarely relaxed like she did in the sunshine.


  They sat in the center of the town square. Next to them stood the “Brothers Against Brothers” statue commemorating the War Between the States with a Confederate soldier standing back-to-back with a Union soldier. Historical data showed that Cooper county had been exactly evenly divided in the war, with half the men who went to war fighting for the north and half fighting for the south. It had taken decades after for the county to right itself and for the relationships to heal.


  “In three weeks, we’ll be on the beach,” she said lazily. “Can you even imagine?”


  “Actually, I changed those reservations. I planned a surprise trip,” he admitted. “Your mom knows the location and is helping me with your packing.”


  “What?” With a sideways glare, she said, “Wherever it is had better have a beach.”


  “Hmm.” Intentionally noncommittal, he said, “You all the way ready?”


  She sat up and straightened her uniform shirt, then picked up the strawberry and banana smoothie he’d brought her and took a sip. “I am as ready as I know how to be. I’m supposed to get with my mom one night this week and go through my checklist with her.”


  He looked at his watch. “Ready?”


  She held up the cup. “You think I can take this in with me?”


  “I’m sure.” In deference to her wearing her uniform, they didn’t hold hands walking into the church. But as soon as they crossed the threshold, he put his hand on the small of her back. “Everything go okay this morning?”


  “Yeah. Smoothly. No unexpected problems.” She glanced over at him. “I did receive a veiled threat from the Crawford family. Apparently, I’m out to get them, and I need to back off.”


  “Really?” He raised an eyebrow. “For stopping a drug dealer panhandling a deadly designer drug that has been wrecking our community?”


  “That about sums it up.”


  “Huh.” He rapped his knuckles on the door, and they walked into the office of Gary Dixon, senior pastor of Charula Bible Church. “Hi, sir,” Travis said, holding out his hand. “Thanks for rescheduling this morning.”


  “I understand the call of work,” he said, gesturing toward the couch that ran along the wall opposite his desk. He sat in the flanking chair. “Happy to accommodate.”


  As they took seats, Traci shifted and pulled at her shirt. He wished he knew how to ease her discomfort. “Let’s get started,” Gary said. “I must say that I wondered if I’d ever marry you two. You seemed just fine with the status quo.”


  Traci answered. “I didn’t think I wanted to get married until Travis asked me. My yes surprised me.”


  Travis chuckled. “Surprised me, too.”


  “There’s more to a relationship when marriage is there. It’s deeper. It’s spiritual. It’s permanent, or should be.” He took his glasses off and looked at Traci. “Traci, tell me, what do you think is Travis’ best trait?”


  She looked up at him, and he gave her half a smile, hoping to reassure her, but curious about what she’d say. Finally, she said, “He goes out of his way to accommodate me. I’m not easy. I get that. I work crazy hours. I don’t sleep a lot. I have issues with my family. But, if there’s something he can work around, shift, or move, he does it for me.”


  Gary nodded, then steeled his gaze onto Travis. He’d already formulated his response to the same question about Traci, so what he actually asked him surprised him. “Is it your intent to lead your household, Travis?”


  What? He opened his mouth and closed it again.


  Gray elaborated. “The Bible is clear that in a Christian marriage, there is a hierarchy. God, husband, wife, children. Is that how your family will look?”


  Was it? Travis cleared his throat. “I don’t know, sir. My father died when I was a child. I was raised by a mother, and I have two sisters. I wouldn’t really know what that looks like.”


  He turned to Traci. “And you, Traci? What is your reaction to that question?”


  Her cheeks flushed, and she looked from Gary to Travis. “I, uh, was raised by my mom, too. My grandpa died when I was a teenager, but he was her dad, not her husband. My dad has never been in my life. So, I don’t know what that looks like, either.”


  Gary nodded. “Then you both have some homework to do, don’t you?” He handed a paperback book to Traci. The title fit their conversation. “Read the book together. Talk about it. Take the quizzes. Don’t cheat. Come back Monday morning at ten. Or, if you need to reschedule, whenever you’re free on Monday.”


  Traci looked at Travis, her face mirroring the same confusion he felt. “Okay, sir.” They all stood together. Traci gripped the book so hard her knuckles turned white. Travis wanted to take it from her and read the back of it, but she didn’t look like she wanted to give it up just yet. He cleared his throat. “I, uh, guess we’ll see you Sunday.”


  “Yep. See you then!”


  Outside of the church, Traci looked at the book in her hands then at Travis. “What was that about?”


  He cleared his throat. “Not sure. But maybe the book will help.”


  She flipped it and looked at the back and said, “Maybe. Hmmm.”


  “Why don’t I come over after your shift, and we can read it together?”


  She looked up at him and pursed her lips, then looked back down at the book. “Sure,” she said, “sounds good.”
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  Traci did a sit-up while Travis read. “Genesis 2:20-24 says, ‘I will make him a helper suitable for him…and they will become one flesh.’ The term ‘one’ used here is the same term used in Deuteronomy 6:4 describing the holy trinity: ‘Hear O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one.’ I think that is a powerful message from God that puts man and wife as one – one flesh, one in the eyes of God as much as the trinity of God is one.


  “Genesis 2:20 calls woman man’s helpmate, not ‘helpless mate.’ In 1 Corinthians 11:3, God said: ‘Now I want you to realize that the head of every man is Christ, and the head of the woman is man, and the head of Christ is God.’ The word ‘head’ here is a military term, not a social placement term. This is not saying one person is better than the other, more like ‘first among equals.’ Someone must be head; there must be order, and ultimate authority and responsibility. To God, that is the husband, even though the wife is his equal in the eyes of God.”


  He set the book down and looked at her. She paused and felt a drop of sweat roll down her hairline. After several seconds of silence, she looked at him. “What?” she asked.


  “Just, you know, curious about what you think.”


  “Oh?” She went down and back up again. “I didn’t figure I had a voice.”


  “Seriously?” His eyes hardened, and his lips thinned. “Is that how you’re going to take this assignment on? Passive-aggressive sarcasm?”


  Giving up on the sit-ups, she folded her legs and put her elbows on her knees, lacing her fingers together. “We were both raised by our single or widowed mothers. Are you telling me that if your mom had remarried, that new man would suddenly usurp her authority in the very same household she had created and provided for?”


  He looked at the book and his worn Bible. “I’m saying that it’s mentioned more than once and obviously something we need to consider seriously.”


  “Yeah. Of course. Says the man, that is.” She pushed to her feet and went into the kitchen. She poured a glass of water and drank half of it before going back to the living room. “I don’t know why we have to agree to some archaic social system to be married in our church. Maybe what we should be discussing is whether we want to keep going to that church.”


  “Did you even hear what I read?” He opened the book and repeated, “First among equals. That’s exactly what Ryan was telling me a few weeks ago.” Tossing the book down onto the coffee table he said, “That’s hardly archaic.”


  “Look, Travis.” She set the glass down then sat on the coffee table facing him. “I love you. I want to be married to you. Why should we have to measure up to anyone else’s expectations? Can’t we just forget this part and just get married?”


  He stared at her for a long time before saying, “No.”


  With a gasp, she flinched back as if he’d struck her. “No?”


  “No.” He stood and walked to the door. “You didn’t take it seriously. You don’t like the idea, so you dismissed it without even giving it any thought. Here is my challenge to you. Research it sincerely. Look it all up. Without distraction or working out or whatever else you did at the same time to alleviate your boredom while I read to you. I want you to give it your full attention and consideration. As if investigating a crime. I want to talk to you when you’ve come to that honest conclusion instead of this knee-jerk, secular humanist sound bite.”


  When the door shut behind him, she stared at it for several seconds. “Well,” she said out loud. She picked up the book and looked at it, then set it back down again. “Well.”


  She expected anger and tears but instead felt mild confusion. What exactly had she done wrong? What wasn’t she taking seriously? What did she need to investigate? The idea that men were smarter, stronger, faster than women?


  The idea made the muscles in her neck tighten. However, the thought that Travis would actually stall their wedding less than three weeks away scared her. Maybe he wasn’t the modern man she thought he was. Maybe…


  No. He obviously had read something that resonated with him. What? The only way to figure it out would be to read it herself.


  She went to her desk and grabbed a notebook and pen. Armed with a steaming cup of tea at her elbow, she opened the book and started reading. She made notations on the pad, cross-referenced with the Bible verses listed in the text, and then pulled out her laptop and looked up several articles on the same topic.


  By two in the morning, eyes burning, back aching, she felt convicted. Why had she knee-jerked so hard?


  She set her alarm for seven and stumbled to her bedroom, falling face-down on her bed. It felt like the second she fell asleep, the alarm started going off. Only, it was in the other room, and she had to get out of bed to shut it up.


  She had a slight headache born of fatigue and hours of reading. After setting up the coffee pot and turning it on, she took a long shower, feeling almost all the way better once she got out and toweled herself dry. She slipped on a pair of loose-fitting yoga pants and a blue tank-top, then filled two travel mugs with the coffee.


  At seven-thirty on a Sunday morning, Main Street had no traffic. The sound of birds filled the air. She lifted her face to the morning sun, enjoying the warmth. Somewhere, she could hear the drone of a lawnmower and thought it rather early for the neighbors of that person. Above her, squirrels fought and chased each other through interconnecting branches. When she got to Travis’ academy, she turned down the alley and stopped at the side door that opened up onto the staircase and rang the doorbell.


  The sight of disheveled, unshaven, obviously still sleepy Travis opening the door made her pulse rate increase. She smiled broadly at him and held up coffee. “Peace offering,” she said. “Honey and heavy cream, just the way you like it.”


  “Thanks.” His voice sounded as sleepy as he looked and she all but sighed at the manly sexiness of it all.


  “Can I come up?”


  “Promise to be good?”


  “I promise, Master Seaver.”


  “Then, sure. Come on up.” He led the way upstairs, wearing a pair of blue pajama bottoms and a T-shirt advertising his academy. His bare feet made no sound on the wooden stairs.


  Inside his apartment, she went straight for the couch. As soon as she sat down, Hobbes landed in her lap and yelled out a loud meow. “Is that right?” Traci asked, running her hand over his head. He rubbed all over her palm. “I think you need to lodge a complaint.”


  “What’s up?” Travis asked, sitting in a barstool. He took a sip of coffee and set it on the bar behind him.


  “I, uh, was up until two researching and reading. First off, I apologize for that knee-jerk reaction. That was hardly fair or mature.”


  His sleepy eyes studied her face. “Okay. And?”


  Clearing her throat, she pushed Hobbes away and stood. “And, I get it now. Around two this morning, I had an epiphany. I understand the terminology, I understand the concept, I even get the why. Yes, Travis, I am readily willing to submit to your leadership in our marriage. I hope, in the process, that you agree to give me a voice. But, I trust you with my life, and I trust you with our future.”


  He stood, too, and slipped an arm around her waist. “I would have accepted you having a different opinion. I just wanted you to respect the assignment from the beginning.”


  She studied his face, reading the sincerity, loving him more and more with every passing second. “Good. I’m going to have different opinions sometimes. It’s nice to know you’re going to accept that.” She leaned forward and kissed the tip of his nose then stepped away. “That’s all you get. I promised to be good. I’ll see you at church.”


  “Yes, you will.” With her hand on the door, he said, “I love you.”


  “I love you, too.” When she turned and looked at him, she tried to convey to him how serious her next statement really was. “I don’t think you understand the depth of feelings I have for you. Your happiness and contentment are a priority of mine.”


  He smiled in a way that sucked the breath right out of her. “Likewise, Traci.”
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  Traci snarled at the binder. It had taken over her entire life and consumed her in a way that she felt probably wasn’t healthy. How did people get married every day? How did her mother make a living out of doing this for people over and over again?


  She picked up her to-do list and a pencil. Cake, done. Caterer, done. Dress, done. Final fitting, done. One by one, she went down the list. When she got to the bottom, she grinned and tossed it on the table in front of her. She had done every single thing, save the rehearsal dinner tonight, and she wasn’t in charge of that one.


  “Thank You, God,” she said out loud. “Thank You for patience and perseverance. Let tomorrow go smoothly.”


  She’d taken today off, but Travis had not closed his school, so she changed into her dobak, grabbed her bag and a band to tie her hair back, and left her apartment. She kept the shirt loose and just draped her black belt around her neck for now. She glanced over at her mom’s house and saw her sitting on her porch, looking at the river.


  “Hey, Mama!” She yelled. Michelle looked up and lifted a hand just as the door behind her opened and a young woman stepped out, carrying a steaming cup in each hand. Donetta Nelson. She had skin the color of rich mocha and bright gray eyes. Traci had hired her a month ago to keep her mother company. She sat with her, fixed her meals, and ran errands with her. Traci really liked her a lot and knowing her mother wasn’t alone had lifted such a burden. She could have moved in, yes, but she worked so many hours that they still would have needed to hire someone. Her mom had a substantial savings account from the sale of her father’s car dealership. It felt right to put that money to good use for her mom’s health and well-being.


  In the fall, Donetta would start her sophomore year at the local college. Traci would have to find someone else then for the daytime hours. At least, she hoped she would need to. She prayed her mother would baffle medical science and out-live this heart problem.


  The sun shone hot today, and she pulled at the sleeves of her dobak. Maybe she should have worn the white one instead of the black one. It might have made for a cooler walk. When she stepped into the school, she saw Travis leading the class in free-sparring. The little kids in their helmets and padded vests made her smile. Travis looked up and lifted his hand in a greeting when she slipped into one of the benches.


  Thirty-minutes later, the class dismissed. Traci helped students take the padding off and store it properly, then made her way to the mat. Travis led the next class in stretching. She found her spot in the ranks and started stretching her hamstrings with them.


  “No more to-do list?” Travis teased.


  “No, thank God. I’m officially done until tomorrow morning.”


  “Good for you.” Turning his full attention to the class, he led everyone into the push-up position and started counting out push-ups.


  An hour later, she helped kids out of their pads again and stacked helmets and gear on the shelves. She changed into a pair of shorts and a bright pink tank top, then hung around in the lobby while she waited for Travis to talk to a parent. Finally, he came out of his office. “When’s your next class?”


  He turned off the “open” sign and winked at her. “No more today. I’m getting married tomorrow; in case you hadn’t heard.”


  “Really? I bet you’ve had so much to do.”


  “Nah. Just planning tonight’s meal, and my mom’s doing most of that. Been easy-going, that’s for sure.” He looked at his watch. “If you wait a minute, I’ll change, and we can grab lunch.”


  “Sure.” She slung the strap of her bag over her shoulder. “I’ll wait outside by your side door.”


  She heard him lock the front door behind her, then strolled into the alley. She pulled her phone out of the side pocket of her bag to check and see if she missed any calls or texts during class. The amount of use she’d gotten out of her phone since the wedding preparations began amazed her. She used to go entire days without even thinking about it. Now it felt glued to her hand.


  “Well, well, well, been looking for you. Imagine our surprise to just find you right here. All alone.”


  She turned her head and saw Dylan Crawford flanked by two men she recognized but could not name. He wore a pair of dirty jeans and a blue and gray flannel shirt with the sleeves cut off. A prison tattoo ran down his left arm, and his brown hair curled out from under his red baseball cap.


  Some instinct inside of her warned her of impending danger. Without hesitating, she hit the emergency call button on her lock screen and tossed her phone into her bag. She had on a pair of shorts, a tank top, and flip flops. Honestly, she didn’t think she’d ever felt so defenseless before.


  “Good evening, Mr. Crawford, what can I do for you?”


  He snickered. “Well, Miss Deputy Winston, it’s more about what I can do for you.”


  Lifting her chin and eying his friends she asked, “Oh?”


  “Yeah. You see, in the last few weeks, you have gotten in my way over and over again. You don’t stop my uncle from killing himself. You arrest my boy. And, you arrest my daddy’s sister. It’s like you have a personal thing for me. So, I’m here to make sure you get my message.”


  “What message?”


  He stepped close enough that she could smell the stale stench of tobacco and dried sweat. “Stay out of Crawford business.”


  “I tell you what, Mr. Crawford. Keep your designer drugs out of my town, and we’ll have nothing more to talk about.”


  “Oh, I think you misunderstand. It ain’t that kind of message. I ain’t here to talk.”


  The first swing actually caught her off guard, surprised her. His fist connected with her cheek and sent pain through her face that took her breath away. She staggered back, wanting to cover her face and cower from another blow. However, she’d had enough training to battle that instinct, take the hit, and confront her opponent without flinching.


  Instead of giving in to her instincts, she kicked off her flip-flops and took up a fighting stance, hands fisted, feet shoulder width apart, strong leg back, rear foot braced, and knees slightly bent. The next time he swung, she deflected the blow and delivered a punch to the side of his ribs along with a deep, angry shout. She used every ounce of her body weight and geometry, so the punch started in her hips and ended at her first two knuckles with all of the force delivered a few inches past her actual target.


  Dylan hadn’t expected her speed or her strength. He obviously had not even a glimmer of an understanding about the training she’d received in the building behind them, and the number of boards and bricks she’d broken with her fists, feet, and the sides of her hands over the years. Traci heard Dylan’s rib snap just as much as she felt it in her fist, and he gasped in sudden pain. She returned instantly into her fighting stance.


  Somehow, one of the men with him had managed to get behind her. She realized she must have developed momentary tunnel vision when confronting Dylan. She had rarely practiced facing more than one opponent at the same time. The vast majority of sparring sessions were one on one, just as in a competition match. When the man behind her grabbed her wrists, it surprised her. Then she reverted to her training again.


  Using his body for leverage, she lifted and kicked with a mighty yell. The ball of her foot missed the third man’s chin, but her heel broke his nose with a crunch that sounded even louder than her yell. He screamed and grabbed at his face as blood poured out from between his fingers.


  Before she could contend with the man holding her wrists, she suddenly felt his entire body being tossed aside. She felt Travis’ presence even if she didn’t see him. While she focused on Dylan once more, she did hear a series of grunts and gasps while Travis quietly and efficiently demonstrated his craft. The student part of her wished she could have watched.


  Dylan crouched. Traci didn’t move, focusing on being ready for him to make his next move. After what felt like a very long time, Dylan swung toward her again.


  Traci jumped in the air just as she had recently practiced, and kicked for Dylan’s throat. She adjusted the angle at the last possible moment. A throat blow with that much force and velocity could have ended the man’s life had she connected. Instead, the ball of her foot slammed into Dylan’s jaw with a force that had shattered cinder block, pushing his mandible backward into the ganglions, the bundles of nerves located just behind the jaw and just below the ears, and rendered the man instantly unconscious.


  Just as Dylan fell bonelessly to the ground, Tiny appeared in the entrance of the alley. He drew his pistol the second he assessed the situation.


  Traci stood back-to-back with Travis, staring at the men laying at their feet, ready to keep fighting if necessary. Tiny kept the gun trained on the men as he handed Traci field cuffs to secure their prisoners. She slipped her flip flops back on only after she zip-tied Dylan’s wrists behind his back.


  “Should I call an ambulance?”


  “Probably.” She turned and framed Travis’ face in her hands, kissing him long and hard. “Thank you.”


  He looked around and laughed. “Probably didn’t need my help with these guys.”


  “I absolutely did. Thank you.”


  “You’re welcome.”
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  Travis stood back as Traci spoke to sheriff Hughes and Tiny. Despite a tank top, shorts, and flip flops, she exuded confidence and professionalism in recounting precisely what happened, without emotion, and without apology.


  He couldn’t express how proud he felt of her. For years she had trained with him. Most people took Taekwondo lessons to get into physical shape, to stretch themselves beyond boundaries, to experience a level of discipline they wouldn’t otherwise experience. He knew Traci came to class to learn, then to know how to take what she learned and apply it to real-world situations, to develop the skill to restrain and overcome bigger and stronger opponents. Despite never having a reason to use her martial arts skills up to that moment in her career, she hadn’t even hesitated. She’d used all of her training perfectly.


  He was still personally fighting off the adrenaline. He hadn’t had actual physical combat with an opponent intent on doing him harm in years. As a rule, he would rather walk away than engage, but obviously this time he’d had no choice. He only had to avoid delivering killing blows.


  He didn’t know what would have happened if he hadn’t heard them through his open window. She probably could have fought off all three of them, but maybe not. He whispered a prayer of thanksgiving again as he thought about what could have happened, what didn’t happen.


  When she turned to face him, he felt his heart skip a beat, and then his pulse rate started skittering. In about twenty-four hours, she would be his wife, one with him, his partner in life, the one he could find by his side in good times and in bad. His wife.


  He smiled at her and walked toward her. “All set?”


  “Yeah. They’ve got it from here.” She held her hand out, and he took it in his. “Still want to get lunch?”


  Lifting her chin with his finger, he moved her head right and left and examined her face. “You, my love, are going to have a black eye. And likely a swollen lip and cheek.”


  Her tongue darted out of her mouth and touched the cut on her lip, and she gingerly prodded around her eye with the fingers of her free hand. “I can feel it.”


  He paused, waiting for more, but nothing came. With a laugh, he said, “That’s it? No worry for tomorrow? No concern for pictures?”


  Her eyebrows drew together in a frown. “Tomorrow?” But as she said the word, her eyes widened, and her voice trailed off. “Oh man. My mother is simply going to kill me.”


  Stealing a quick kiss, careful of where his lips hit hers and avoiding the injured area, he said, “I love you.” Keeping her hand in his, he lifted his free hand to wave at the sheriff. “Hopefully, we’ll get a chance to see you tomorrow.”


  Sheriff Hughes nodded. “I wouldn’t miss this wedding for the world.”


  Traci slipped her bag over her shoulder, and they walked down the street, hand-in-hand. She smiled up at him. “Have I thanked you today for jumping in and helping me?”


  “Well, yes, you have.” Lifting her hand, he brushed his lips over her knuckles. “I’ll have to think of a way you can repay me.”


  Her laughed floated around them. “I am so thankful you were there. I don’t know what would have happened.”


  “I think you might have more than a black eye.” He squeezed her hand. “Though I believe you would have eventually won. Or held them off until the cavalry, otherwise known as Tiny, arrived.”


  Her dialing 9-1-1 gave the emergency operator a chance to understand the need for help and to ping her call. Because of the phone number, the call went out as an officer needs assistance, which brought the county and the city to the scene. Certainly, an exciting event for little Charula in Cooper County, Kentucky.


  “Maybe. Three on one, though. I’m thankful it was in daylight and that you were around.”


  They stopped at the diner door. Betsy called out as they entered, “Well, if it ain’t Big Trouble in Little Charula. And me without my popcorn.”


  Travis laughed and waved. “This girl here is the real star. I just provided backup.”


  They walked to their usual booth in the relatively empty diner. The lunch crowd had come and gone, and the dinner crowd hadn’t started arriving yet. The daytime waitress Laurel approached the booth carrying menus. He noticed her hair matched the bright pink lighting along the ceiling.


  “You’ve gone pink,” Traci observed. “I like that better than the green.”


  Laurel fingered the shaggy bangs. “Yeah? I don’t know. I got used to the green.”


  Traci looked at Travis. “I know what I want.”


  He nodded. “Yeah.”


  Laurel didn’t hand the menus over. Instead, she looked expectantly at Traci who said, “Burger. Loaded. Extra mayo. Chips.”


  Laurel nodded then looked at Travis. “Chili topped baked potato with cheese and sour cream. Coleslaw on the side. And we’ll both just drink water.”


  Traci sat back against the bench. “You going to tell me where we’re going tomorrow yet?”


  He grinned. “Tomorrow night, we’re spending the night at a hotel near the Louisville airport. I didn’t want to have to watch the clock during our actual wedding.”


  “You know what I mean. I mean, where to after the airport? Why won’t you even give me a hint?”


  “What would the fun be in that?”


  In searching for adventurous honeymoon ideas, he’d found a zip-lining trip through the jungles of Costa Rica. He even found a resort in the middle of the rain forest. Michele had helped him by purchasing Traci an entire wardrobe suitable for their honeymoon and packing for her. Traci had surrendered her passport with a frown and a not-so-subtle threat that he better not have planned a cruise. As if he would try to contain her on a floating line-dance party.


  He planned to reveal his agenda once they boarded the plane to Miami. And, because they had Miami as their first destination, he knew she would likely assume cruise all the way until their boarded their flight to San Jose.


  She snarled. “How am I supposed to know what to pack?”


  With a wink, he said, “You’re already packed.”


  “You went into my house?”


  “Of course not. I had a partner in crime who took care of all of the little details.”


  She barely spoke above a whisper. “My mother?” Her cheeks flushed, and she strangled out the words. “You let Michelle Winston pack for me? If there’s anything zebra-striped in there…”


  He thanked Laurel for the water she delivered. “You need to trust me, Traci. Trust that I know you.”


  With a raised eyebrow, she finally nodded. “Fine. Whatever.” The clipped tone shored up the lack of “fine” in her heart.


  Travis lifted his cup in her direction. “You’ll be very happy. I promise. If not, then I will concede that it was a mistake—but only then. Right now, I know in my heart you’re going to love our honeymoon.”


  “And it’s not a cruise?”


  Laughter barked out of his chest. “I love you and cannot wait to marry you tomorrow.”


  She crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him. “Whatever.” The glare didn’t last long as she giggled and grinned, obviously no longer able to *maintain the facade.


  The bruise under her eye had started to darken. “You want some ice for that eye?”


  She relaxed and shook her head. “I kept the one the paramedics gave me on it for a while. I don’t think there’s anything else I can do at this point.”


  “Except get with my cousin Ava and get makeup tips.”


  “Oh, she’s doing my makeup tomorrow, so we’re good.” She waved a hand over her face. “I wouldn’t know where to start. She did my makeup for our prom and once for some senior picture day thing I had to do. She knows I’m going in with total ignorance.”


  Surprised, he said, “I didn’t know that. Interesting how our paths crossed before they crossed.”


  Traci shrugged. “Small town.”


  Before he could reply, Laurel appeared with their plates in each hand. “I’m starving,” Traci exclaimed, unwrapping her silverware from the napkin.


  “Enjoy,” Laurel replied, and Travis breathed in the spicy aroma of the chili as he and Traci bowed their heads to pray over their meal.
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  Michelle grabbed Traci by the chin and moved her head to the left and the right. “I swear, Traci, I honestly feel like you did this on purpose.”


  She turned and looked in the mirror, approving Ava’s job on covering up her swollen black eye. There wasn’t a whole lot they could do about the split swollen lip.


  Traci shifted to break her mother’s hold. “You think I got jumped in an alley by a group of drug dealers so I could ruin the big day?”


  “I do. Just so you could make sure that some part of you was in this ridiculous charade.” She defensively crossed her arms over her chest as Traci turned and stared at her wide-eyed.


  “Ridiculous charade?”


  “That’s what you called it!”


  “When?”


  Michelle reached down and snagged a tissue out of the packet on the table next to her. She dabbed at the corners of her eyes, preventing any accumulating tears from falling and ruining the perfectly applied makeup. “When you were in eighth grade. You came home and saw me putting something in the butterfly book, and you started a fight with me about it.”


  Eighth grade? Seriously? All words fled her brain. She blinked, trying to come up with something that would dispel her mother’s hysteria. “You’ve waited a full decade to cry about that on my wedding day?”


  She watched as the hand holding the tissue fisted and hoped she’d managed to stop whatever emotional plummet they had started to take. “Of course not,” Michelle clipped out.


  “Good.” Holding the silk robe closed at the neck, she crossed over to her mom and pulled her into her arms. “I love you. Having this wedding was my decision, a gift to you for all the sacrifices you’ve made in your life for me. I hope today is the happiest day for you.”


  The door to the pastor’s study opened, and Dorothy Branch came in carrying a bulging garment bag the size of a medium kiddie pool with the logo of Branch’s Bridal on the front of it. “Here we are!” She shut the door and used one of the coat hooks on the back of it to hang the dress. “I so wish we’d had time to try it on one more time, but I brought a sewing machine in case there’s some last second disaster.”


  Traci felt a little bit of nervous excitement at the sight of the zipper coming down on the bag. She couldn’t identify the feeling. “I don’t think there’s going to be a disaster.”


  Several minutes later, Traci stood on a small step stool while Dorothy dashed all around her, fluffing here, tugging there. She faced the mirror across the room. Despite her personal objections to the idea of wearing such an expensive amount of material, Traci knew the dress fit her exactly as it should. She ran her hand down the center of the bodice, fingered the lace, brushed against the collar. She thought she’d feel ridiculous. Every time she’d put it on, she had felt ridiculous. But, today, with her makeup on, with her hair up, with the heeled shoes, somehow, she felt beautiful, like a fairy tale protagonist in a storybook.


  “We’re good,” Dorothy said, then held out her hand. Traci carefully stepped down, wobbling a bit in the heels. “You are amazing. Let me show you where the back hook is, Michelle.”


  Behind her, Dorothy and her mom practiced hooking the train to a place under the bow in the back so that it brushed the ground instead of trailing three feet behind her. She knew they’d do that on the way to the reception.


  “Fair warning. I’m shedding these shoes the second I leave the church,” Traci warned. “I just don’t want either of you surprised when you see me at the reception, and the dress is dragging on the ground.”


  “I will have no objection,” Michelle smiled. She stood back and clapped her hands. “Oh, so beautiful. More than I imagined.”


  A tap-tap on the door brought in her mom’s cousin, Courtney. She held the hand of her daughter, Victory, who wore a dress with a purple bodice and a tulle skirt that shimmered in purple and silver and blue and made her think of mother of pearl. Courtney had braided her brown hair and twisted around her head, with little blue and purple paper butterflies affixed all around.


  “You are going to steal the show,” Michelle grinned, bending so that she was at eye level with Victory. “Dorothy made you the most beautiful dress ever,” she said.


  Victory grinned and spun in a circle, letting the skirt swing out. Then she reached over and touched Traci’s silk sleeve. “Pretty,” she said.


  Traci straightened and grabbed the white basket from the table, fluffing out the purple bow. “Are you ready for your most important job?”


  “Yes!” Victory clapped her hands and reached for the basket. “My brother has the rings, but I have the best job ever.”


  “Yes, you do.” The basket contained purple and white silk rose petals. “Make sure you remember to spread out the petals. That way, everyone knows where I’ll be walking.”


  A tap on the door brought Travis’ sister, Jessica into the room. She wore a loose-fitting cream lace dress and a pair of brown ankle boots. Her curly red hair was pinned up on the top of her head, and she let curly strands fall all around her face. When she saw Traci, she stopped short. “Oh, Traci, you look amazing.”


  Self-conscious, Traci ran her hand along her waist. “I do?”


  “Seriously. Travis is going to fall over when he sees you.” She pulled a phone out of her pocket and snapped a picture before Traci could object. “No worries. I won’t show him. Anyway, I need the boutonnieres for the guys. I should have put them into a separate box.”


  Traci opened the box that contained their bouquets and saw the clear plastic packages for the boutonnieres. They had made one from a white rose with a lilac spray, and two from purple roses with white dusty miller sprays. She knew the name of the white flowers because Travis’ sisters had carefully schooled her during the decision-making process. “These?”


  “Yep.”


  She grabbed them and walked back to the door, turning to look at Traci again. “I’m so excited for you two. I can’t believe this day is finally here.”


  Traci picked up her bouquet, surprised at the weight of the purple roses accented with lilac and white dusty miller sprays. Glittery silver butterflies danced through the blooms. She picked up the white and purple roses bouquet and handed it to Michelle. “Ready, mama?”


  “Just about.” Her mom walked up to her and accepted the bouquet, then put a hand on her arm, looking into her eyes. “I love you so much, baby. I’m sorry we’ve spent such a portion of your life at odds over trivial things. What you’ve done for me here, I cannot even express how much it means to me.”


  “It means a lot to me, too.” She meant the words with all of her heart and hoped that she conveyed that.


  “I know.” She squeezed Traci’s arm and said, “Let’s pray before we go out there.”


  Traci bowed her head, and her mother’s words surrounded her. “Father, thank you for my daughter. Thank you for taking something I did wrong and turning it into a beautiful gift to this world. Touch this marriage, God, fill it with love and laughter, and keep Traci and Travis constantly putting you ahead of them, so that as they grow closer to you, they grow closer together.”


  When they raised their heads, Traci looked down at Victory and said, “Let’s do this.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Victory declared and rushed to the door.


  Unconventionally, Traci and Travis both wanted their mothers to stand up for them when they got married. In the absence of a father to give her away or a father to serve as his best man, they felt it honored the women who had raised them and who supported and loved them unconditionally.


  Michelle in her classy purple gown and silver shoes stepped onto the aisle first, followed by Victory and her little brother. Once the three of them reached the front of the church, Traci walked through the doors, along a floor carpeted with silk flower petals. She walked alone, unaccompanied, head high, concentrating only on not stumbling in the stupid high heeled shoes.


  About halfway down the aisle, she realized she wouldn’t fall and relaxed slightly, let her gaze focus on Travis. The look of love, affection, and desire on his face took her breath away, and one step faltered slightly before she regained her balance. He wore a gray tuxedo with an ivory vest and ivory necktie. Pinned to his lapel was the white rose with the spray of lilacs.


  When she reached the bottom of the stage, he rushed down the steps and took her hand. As soon as he was next to her, she relaxed entirely. “Thought you could use a hand climbing these stairs,” he murmured.


  “In these shoes, you probably ought to carry me.”


  He chuckled, and soon they stood in front of Gary Dixon. He opened the wedding with a prayer, gave a brief sermon on love, God, and the biblical plan for marriage, then turned to them for their vows. Travis spoke first.


  “Traci, I never imagined God could create a perfect companion for me. I love your zest for life, your desire to push yourself in physical fitness, and your service to our community. I vow to love you, cherish you, protect you, provide for you, and lead you in the way God has instructed me is pleasing to Him.”


  She hadn’t heard his vows before now. As he spoke, the words went through her heart and resonated with truth and love. She felt an unexpected sting of tears in her eyes as she looked up at him and smiled.


  “Travis, I fell in love with you the day you kicked me in the chest and didn’t apologize. Knowing that a man could respect who I was as a human being first meant a lot to me. Knowing we shared a love for God and could serve God together sealed the deal for me. I vow to love you, respect you, and submit myself to you in a way that brings honor to God and our name.”


  His eyes widened, and his mouth opened and closed as he took a deep breath. Thankfully, Gary spoke again, asking for the rings. This time, in place of silicone, he placed on her finger a simple platinum band, which matched the larger band she slid onto his ring finger.


  When his lips met hers, her world started spinning and spinning until she felt she would need to clutch him to keep from falling. Their first married kiss. Sealing the deal. The roaring of her pulse in her ears nearly drowned out the sound of applause. As soon as he lifted his head, she felt laughter bubbling up her chest and tears falling down her cheeks.


  Still clapping, the audience in the church came to their feet, cheering and celebrating the new union. She’d come up that aisle alone, unaccompanied, but as they left, she held her husband’s hand, no longer alone, no longer apart, now one with the love of her life in the eyes of God.
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  Traci had changed out of her dress and those terrible shoes and into a summer dress and a pair of flat sandals. She’d tried to make the dress a pair of shorts, but her mother, Travis’ mother, his sisters—no one approved. She’d consented to the dress just to prevent it from becoming a hot topic.


  Travis had changed out of the tuxedo and into a pair of khaki slacks and a lavender golf shirt that matched the flowers on her dress. They stood together on the lawn of the church, surrounded by the family and friends who had come to celebrate their wedding with them.


  Travis held a white netted cage filled with butterflies. Traci reached over and untied the purple bow. “My mom has been planning this wedding since she was a little girl,” Traci said, addressing the crowd. “She’s always loved weddings, and never did get one of her own. So, she set about making everyone else’s wedding day into a perfect day. Including mine. Every page of my wedding plan had some form of a butterfly on it, from the design of a dress, the arrangement of flowers, or even just scribbled in the corner of the page. I know they mean something to her.”


  She and Travis lifted the lid of the basket, and dozens of butterflies escaped into the air. Travis said, “Michelle, these butterflies were the perfect way to show you how much we love you and how much we appreciate every single detail you put into this day.”


  The guests clapped, and Michelle hugged Travis then Traci. She framed Traci’s face with her hands and looked into her eyes. “You didn’t have a thing to do with this part, did you?”


  “Actually, I did,” Traci grinned slyly at her mother. “I approved it.”


  Laughing, Michelle hugged her again, and Traci took the chance to breathe in her perfume, to feel her hair against her cheek. “Are you sure you’re good with us leaving?”


  “Of course, silly.” She gestured at Donetta. “Donetta and I will be sitting on my porch, waiting to hear about your adventures.”


  Traci glanced at Travis then back at her mom. “Where are we going?” she whispered.


  “To the airport,” her mom whispered back, then stepped away.


  Travis took Traci by the hand and slipped her wedding ring off. “You don’t want this on where we’re going,” he explained, then slid the black silicone band onto her finger in its place. She noticed he wore one very similar. He kissed her then handed the platinum rings over to Michelle. “For safe keeping. We’ll get them back in a week.” He looked back down at Traci. “Well, Mrs. Seaver, are you ready to go?”


  With a grin, she said, “For an adventure? Always.”


  They waved goodbye as they got into Travis’ truck. As she buckled her seat belt, she smiled at him. “Happy?”


  “Enormously.” As he started the truck and drove away, he asked, “You?”


  “Surprisingly, yes. I’m out of those shoes. We’re married and headed to an adventure. My mom lived to see the wedding. Today has been one win after another.”


  He laughed and reached for her hand, placing a kiss over her ring. “It’s like one win after another.”


  She laced her fingers with his and settled against the car seat, feeling her body relax for the first time in days as the truck ate up the miles to Louisville.


  The End
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  But I say to the unmarried and to the widows: It is good for them if they remain even as I am; but if they cannot exercise self-control, let them marry. For it is better to marry than to burn with passion.
—1 Corinthians 7:8-9


  Travis makes it clear that one of the reasons he wants to marry Traci is because he is ready for the next step in their physical relationship.


  
    1. Even though they have been together for over two years, it is made clear that they have not engaged in premarital sex. Do you think this is realistic for a young couple in today’s world?


    2. Traci suggests that her parents were not married, so if Travis sought a sexual relationship, why let their unmarried status stop them? Do you think a couple in a committed, loving relationship requires a wedding license for sexual intercourse to be “sin-free”?

  


  Ryan, the pastor of Travis’s family church and his one-time school friend, makes it clear that Travis needs to take a leadership role in his marriage. Travis first disregards the advice, but obviously researches it to the point that he can see what Ryan meant. Ryan’s perspective is shared by Gary, the pastor who eventually performed the marriage ceremony for Travis and Traci.


  
    3. Travis and Traci both knee-jerk with the idea that male leadership in the home is an antiquated, patriarchal concept. Do you think modern families should be constrained by a hierarchy established more than 3,000 years ago?


    4. Do you think modern marriages are capable of establishing that hierarchy?


    5. Do you think that the establishment of such a hierarchy still applies to a childless marriage?

  


  It is often said that the husband must be the three P’s in a family: Pastor (spiritual leader), Provider, and Protector.


  
    6. In Traci and Travis’s situation, she is a law enforcement officer. Do you think that supersedes the responsibility of Travis as protector of his family?


    7. If so, what do you think of how he worded his vows?

  


  Traci has no respect for her mother at the outset of the story.


  
    8. What part of Michelle’s heart and health issues had to do with changing Traci’s attitude so dramatically?


    9. Do you think the immature concept that our parents are bulletproof and will always be with us is what gave her the freedom to treat her mother so disrespectfully?


    10. The Bible tells us that we are to honor our mother and father. Do you think that Travis’s objection to the way Traci treated her mother had anything to do with the fact that her attitude was sinful?
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  Suggested luncheon menu for a group discussion about Black Belt, White Dress


  Those who followed my Hallee the Homemaker website know that one thing I am passionate about in life is selecting, cooking, and savoring good whole real food. A special luncheon just goes hand in hand with hospitality and ministry. I love including hospitality, food, and the enjoyment of food into all of my books. The recipes that follow were inspired by scenes in the story.


  Crown Roast of Lamb


  [ingredients]


  2 lamb rib racks, frenched (they will be about 1.5-2lbs each)


  3-4 stems fresh rosemary


  2 cloves garlic


  1/4 cup extra virgin olive oil


  1 tsp Kosher salt


  1/2 tsp ground black pepper


  [preparation]


  Preheat oven to 375º degrees F (190º degrees C)


  [directions]


  Strip the rosemary leaves from the stems. In a miniature food processor, add the rosemary leaves, peeled garlic, salt, and pepper. Process until the garlic is finely chopped. Add the olive oil and process until well blended.


  Rub all over the lamb racks.


  Bend each rack into a semi-circle. Using kitchen twine, bind the racks together so that they form a full circle. Place in a Bundt pan.


  Bake until the center of the internal temperature of the meat reads 130º degrees F (55 º degrees C). Remove from oven. Let meat rest 15-20 minutes. Using kitchen shears, remove the twine.


  Cranberry and Pecan Wild Rice


  [ingredients]


  2 medium onions


  3 stalks celery


  1/2 tsp dried sage


  1/2 tsp salt


  2 cups wild rice blend (I use Lundberg Wild Rice Blend)


  3 cups vegetable stock


  3/4 cup pecans


  1/2 cup dried cherries


  1 cup scallion greens


  salt and pepper, to taste


  [preparation]


  Heat a small skillet over medium-high heat. Add the pecans and toast about two or three minutes, stirring constantly. Remove from heat and roughly chop the pecans. Chop the cherries. Slice the scallion greens.


  [directions]


  In a deep skillet, heat the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the onions and celery. Cook, stirring regularly until the vegetables are translucent. Add the salt and the sage. Mix well.


  Stir in the rice and cook for two or three minutes to toast it. Add the vegetable stock. Add the pecans and cherries. Bring to a boil. Stir and cover with lid. Reduce heat to low.


  Cook for 45 minutes. Add scallion greens Add salt and pepper to taste. Mix well.


  Roasted Brussels Sprouts


  [ingredients]


  About 1 lb fresh Brussels sprouts


  about 1 TBS extra virgin olive oil


  1/2 tsp Kosher or sea salt


  1/2 tsp fresh ground black pepper


  [preparation]


  Heat oven to 450º degrees F (230º degrees C). Place rack on lowest position.


  [directions]


  Cut each Brussels sprout in half. On a large baking sheet, toss the sprouts with the olive oil, salt, and pepper.


  Place on lowest oven rack. Cook for about 15-20 minutes or until sprouts start to brown, stirring about every 5 minutes.
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  Book 3: A Carol for Kent


  Book 4: A Harmony for Steve


  


  
    
      [image: bridal_invitation]


    

  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Introducing]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  





  Hello Crossroads Reader!


  I know you cheered for Traci and Travis as they found their well-deserved happily ever after, and felt the love and respect Traci and Travis had for their mothers. And for each other!


  It is now my true honor to introduce the fourth book in this collection, Sewn Together by the unequivocally talented Alana Terry. I have known/worked with Alana for several years. We have worked on many group projects together, and our paths cross in the writing world all the time. She is someone for whom I have such great respect and admiration in the way that she crafts a story with truth and without fear.


  In Sewn Together, Alana throws the reader into a dramatic world where you will find a family torn apart, a pregnancy that's expected to end in heartache instead of joy, and miracles that spring up in response to a parent’s deep and abiding faith.


  Please let this story bless you because, despite hardship and trial, hope abounds in this heartwarming and inspirational novella full of love, faith, and miracles.


  
    
      [image: Hallee Bridgeman]


    

  


  Author of Black Belt, White Dress


  


  
    
      
        
          	

          	
            [image: Sewn Together]
          

          	
        

      
    

  


  
By



  
    
      [image: Alana Terry]

    

  


  Copyright Notice


  Sewn Together


  First edition. Copyright © 2019 by Alana Terry. All rights reserved.


  Note: The views of the characters in this novel do not necessarily reflect the views of the author, nor is their behavior necessarily condoned.


  The characters in this book are fictional. Any resemblance to real persons is coincidental. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form (electronic, audio, print, film, etc.) without the author’s written consent.


  www.alanaterry.com


  Each book in this collection is the intellectual property and the copyrighted material of the respective author and/or publisher and is reprinted as a part of this collection (anthology) only once and only by permission of the owners. The publisher makes no claim on, or to, the property of the owners which exceeds that permission. Names, characters, places and incidents are either the product of the authors’ imagination or intended to be used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, organizations, places, or persons living or dead is purely coincidental and beyond the intention of either the authors or the publisher. The characters are products of the authors’ imaginations and used fictitiously.
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  Hi there, it’s me, Woong.


  Mom says that even though it’s summer, I’ve got to practice my writing and a few other subjects. I told her I could learn all that when school starts again next fall, but she said the best way for me to stay out of trouble and be ready for the next school year is to do summer assignments. So I have workbooks and math and a reading list with eight different books on it. Mom doesn’t homeschool me anymore, at least not during the regular school year, but she still reads all these homeschooling blogs, and one of them said that kids need to write for half an hour every single day, and that’s what she’s told me to do.


  A full half hour of writing, even in the summer. Can you believe it? I think it’s an abomination if you ask me.


  I asked Mom what she wants me to write about, and she was all like, “You can write whatever you want, baby.” (Yes, she still calls me that even though I hate it.) Then she said, “The important thing is to just write what’s on your mind.” She says it’s good practice, but I don’t know that I believe her. I mean, what does she think’ll happen if I stop writing for a few months? Will I forget how to spell and use apostrophes?


  Oh, well. Sometimes you just do what Mom says because she tells you to do it. That’s what Dad’s always telling me anyway. He’s a pastor, in case you didn’t know, which makes me a pastor’s kid, and I guess some people think that pastors’ kids end up with these really bad reputations because their parents don’t let them do anything fun. But so far, I haven’t gone through a rebellious phase yet. Those were Mom’s words, by the way, not mine. She was talking to her sister about how she’s a little worried I haven’t hit my growth spurt yet, but maybe it’s a good thing I still haven’t gone through puberty because I haven’t gone through a rebellious phase.


  Have I told you about my aunt? She makes wedding dresses, which I guess is an all right job if you’re into that sort of stuff and nonsense. I think it’d be a little boring. I’ve actually never met Aunt Rhonda, but Mom tells me about her sometimes. (Don’t tell anyone I said this, but I’m not entirely sure the two of them get along so well.) Some of that might be on account of some folks in Mom’s family being mad at her because of who she chose to marry. See, if you didn’t know them, you might think my parents are just like other parents around here, but they’re not. They’re really old. Like, they have a bunch of grandkids. And my dad was alive when Martin Luther King, Jr. was alive. He even remembers that real famous speech he gave.


  So since my parents are so old, they come from that time when white folks and black folks weren’t supposed to date or fall in love or get married or stuff and nonsense like that, so some of Mom’s side of the family stopped talking to her when she got herself married to dad. But that was so long ago I don’t think they care now who she’s married to, but I’ve still never met my aunt, which is all I meant to tell you from the beginning.


  That’s all I can think of to say right now. I kind of wish Mom didn’t give me these school assignments all summer long. A year after I was adopted, she kept me out of school for a year, so I could do homeschool, because I was behind in certain subjects. I’m all caught up now that my English has gotten so good, but she still makes me do learning through the summer. She and Dad don’t have a lot of extra money lying around on account of him being a pastor and all, so Mom says the only way I can go to college without having to get into a lot of debt is if I work really hard now to get some scholarships. And the only way to get scholarships, she says, is to write a bunch of essays explaining why you’re good at school and stuff. So that’s why she has me practicing now.


  It could be worse, I guess. I’m not entirely sure how, but I’m sure it could.


  Did I mention today’s the first day of summer? I think it might be kind of a long one. Oh, well. There’s my timer, which means I’m all done for writing today.


  Talk to you later!


  Woong
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  Second day of summer. And Mom’s still making me do my half hour of writing every day. She says I’ll get used to it before too long, but I’m not entirely sure how. When I asked her what I’m supposed to write about, she said I should talk about what I want to do this summer. Well, that’s pretty easy. I want to do my Wii (because Mom and Dad don’t have money to get me a PlayStation), and I want to go to the ice-skating rink with my best friend Becky Linklater because she’s going to teach me how to skate backwards.


  Other than that, I’d like to try to avoid too many homework assignments. One nice thing about when Mom homeschooled me for that year was that I got to sleep in, but now she’s making me get up early to get my room cleaned up on account of me leaving it pretty messy lately, so now I’m doing homeschool in the summer plus I’m waking up just as early as I did during the school year.


  It's an abomination if you ask me. A real abomination.


  So I’ve written now about what I want to do this summer, but my time still isn’t up, so I’ll just have to think of other things to say. I’d ask Mom for ideas, but she’s on the phone with Aunt Rhonda again. They’ve been talking a lot lately, which I guess you might expect seeing as how they’re sisters and all, but Mom and Aunt Rhonda don’t usually talk so much.


  I think I know what’s going on, though. See, Mom and Dad had their anniversary last spring, but they were both really busy with church and stuff and nonsense like that, so they didn’t get to do anything fun to celebrate. So they’re planning something this summer, and my mom’s idea of fun is inviting all the relatives over (that’s like a hundred people, and I’m not even exaggerating here) and do this sort of reenactment. I don’t think that’s quite the right word for it, but it’s that sort of thing where she and Dad will go to church and stand in front of a pastor (it’s got to be someone else besides Dad, though, obviously), and the pastor will ask them if they want to keep on being married and if they promise to keep on loving each other only and stuff and nonsense like that. It’s not a real wedding, so I can’t say I really get what the point of it is at all, but Mom sounds pretty excited when she talks about it.


  Which is all she’s been doing lately.


  And that’s why she started calling Aunt Rhonda so much. See, I’ve seen pictures from Mom and Dad’s wedding, their original one. They’re real old-fashioned kind of pictures too. Like they didn’t even have digital cameras back then. That’s how long ago it took place. Even though you might not believe it if you were to see her right now, Mom was real skinny when she and Dad got married for the first time (the real time I mean, not the reenactment they’re planning). And Dad says it’s what happens when you give birth to three kids and adopt and foster parent a few dozen more, except I think it might be because Mom’s baking brownies all the time, but anyway, the truth is that Mom can’t fit into her wedding dress anymore. Which you wouldn’t think is a very big deal except it is on account of her being a lady, and most ladies seem to think that they’re supposed to stay as skinny as they’ve always been.


  I’m just the opposite, actually, which is kind of funny if you look at it a certain way. I think I mentioned that I was adopted, and before I was adopted, I was living in an orphanage. But before I got to the orphanage, I had to live on the streets. This wasn’t in America, by the way, or I’m sure someone nice would have come and taken care of me, but this was all the way in Korea, and even though there actually are nice people there, I didn’t meet too many of them at first. So Mom and Dad don’t even know how old I really am. In fact, they had to invent a birthday for me, and even though I’m pretty sure that technically I’m older than the other kids in my class, I’m the smallest one by far.


  It's kind of annoying, really. Like Becky Linklater, my best friend, she’s strong enough that she can beat me in arm wrestling even though she doesn’t look like she could do anything even close. And Chuckie Mansfield, he’s the school bully, he weighs like forty pounds more than I do so you can imagine why I try not to get him angry with me. Thankfully he leaves me alone mostly now on account of him having a crush on Becky and Becky telling him to be nice to me, but before that happened, it was pretty rough.


  So anyway, all that is to say it’s funny because I sure wish I could gain forty pounds and be as big as Chuckie, but Mom wants to lose forty pounds, and don’t you think it’d be convenient if there was just some simple way for her to give me the extra weight she doesn’t feel like carrying around, and then maybe I could trade it in for some extra inches too on account of me being tired of always being shortest in my class.


  Well, back to Mom. Because she had all those babies and baked all those brownies, she can’t fit into her wedding dress anymore, and it made her so sad one night I even found her crying. So I told her she should ask her sister to make her a new dress because I don’t know a whole lot about Aunt Rhonda, but I do know she’s a wedding dress maker and kind of a famous one too. Like, once she even made a dress for a celebrity! I’d tell you the name, but I’ve already forgotten who it was, but everyone in the family thought it was a really big deal. But when I found Mom crying, she didn’t want to admit it was because she couldn’t fit into her old wedding dress for the reenactment ceremony, but I figured that part out myself. And so I told her she should ask her sister to make her a new wedding dress if it meant that much to her.


  So Mom called Aunt Rhonda the next day, and I heard them talking, and I guess instead of making a brand new dress from scratch, Mom wanted to see if her sister could just fix the one she’s already got and make it bigger. So you’d think that would solve the whole problem, but I guess there’s lots more for them to talk about because they’re on the phone together now all the time. Mom even invited her to come to Massachusetts for the ceremony, but I don’t know if Aunt Rhonda will. I guess her husband doesn’t like her traveling much for stuff and nonsense like that.


  Anyway, that’s just about time for today, but it’s really hard when Mom tells me to write anything I want, so I’m thinking that maybe tomorrow I’ll ask her for something more specific. Maybe it’ll count if she lets me just write the different ways I can beat up Chuckie Mansfield once I get bigger than him, but I don’t think she’ll buy it.


  Talk to you tomorrow!


  Woong
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  Well, it’s still summer break, but it hasn’t been too bad so far. I finally got my room clean enough last night that Mom said I didn’t have to wake up early today, so this was the first morning it felt like real summer since school got out.


  Later this afternoon my real good friends Auntie and her little baby Emily are coming over for a visit, but I should explain a few things to you. First of all, she isn’t really my auntie, not the same way Aunt Rhonda is my aunt because she’s my mom’s sister. But Auntie’s Korean, and I’m Korean, and we’re both really, really close. (I knew her back in Korea, but that’s a really long story, and I actually already wrote that part of it out once before, so I don’t feel like doing it again.) But anyway, all that is to say that in Korea if you have someone who’s a little older than you and kind of like family even if they’re not technically related, you call them Auntie (or Uncle obviously if it’s a man.) Her English name she uses now that she’s here is Hannah, but I just call her Auntie.


  A while ago, Auntie had this sad thing happen where the doctors told her she wouldn’t be able to have kids. Not that she couldn’t adopt (because I don’t think a doctor could legally tell you that) but that she couldn’t get pregnant. She was really sad because if you’ve known Auntie as long as I have, you’d know that she really loves kids and that she’d basically be the perfect mom.


  Well, it was pretty sad at first for her and her husband. He’s my Uncle Simon, even though, like I explained before with Auntie, we’re not really related. I just call him that. He lives here in Medford now, and he’s the pastor at a Korean church, which is a great job for him on account of him loving to preach so much. Except his English still isn’t all that great, so he gets to do it all in Korean. Auntie speaks better English on account of Mom and me giving her lots of lessons when they first moved to America, but Uncle Simon was too busy working at his new church to learn as much.


  Anyway, it was really sad that God didn’t want to let Auntie have kids the normal way, but then they decided to do what my parents did and adopt. So they have a baby girl, Emily, except she’s not technically a baby anymore. She’s three now and talks a lot. She calls me Boom instead of Woong, which always makes Auntie laugh. It’s my job to watch Emily when Auntie comes over to talk and pray with my mom. And they’ve been doing a lot of that because something really happy happened to Auntie not too long ago, but then it turned into something really, really sad. Which reminds me. Have you ever noticed that some people just seem to have a bigger dose of sad things happen to them than others? Mom says it’s so they can show the world that God is with you even in the middle of hard things, but if I was one of those people it happened to, I think I’d have a mind to tell God he wasn’t being very fair.


  So what happened with Auntie and Uncle Simon was this. I already told you part of it, the part about how God didn’t want to let them have kids normally, so they adopted Baby Emily and were super happy. And she was really tiny when they brought her home from the hospital. Not like me because I’d been an orphan for years by the time Mom and Dad found me and brought me to Medford, but Baby Emily came home when she was only like two or three days old, and Auntie Hannah was actually there the day she was born.


  Anyway, here’s what happened to them more recently. Auntie and her husband wanted to adopt another baby so Emily could have a little brother or sister to play with, but it’s really expensive to find a baby on account of all the paperwork you have to pay people to do to make the adoption work. Then they got great news, and even though the doctors had told Auntie she wouldn’t ever get pregnant, she did! So we were all really happy (of course), and it was even going to be my job to help babysit Emily while Auntie was in the hospital getting ready to give Emily her little brother or little sister.


  I forget how long ago that was now, but then the sad part came just last night. Auntie Hannah went to get her checkup, and the doctor told her the baby’s got some sort of sickness. Mom wasn’t sure how serious it was, partly because the doctors just found out and partly because even though Auntie’s English is way better than Uncle Simon’s, she still doesn’t know all the medical words.


  So Auntie’s coming over this afternoon to talk and pray with Mom, and hopefully, then I’ll learn more about what kind of sickness we’re talking about. Because some sicknesses babies can get, and it’s just fine. Like Emily got an ear infection when she was real little, and all she needed was some Tylenol and antibiotics. But Mom said there’s some sicknesses it could be that would be really bad, so she says it’s real important for us to pray with Auntie hard and to be real kind. Which is kind of silly on account of me loving Auntie so much I’m always kind to her, but I could tell by the way Mom said it she’s a little worried.


  I’ll write more later when I have more details. Until then, I guess I better go pick up all the Legos in my room or else Emily’s going to mess them all up, and I don’t want to lose my temper and get grounded from the Wii again.


  Bye!


  Woong
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  All right, so I know I already did my writing assignment for the day, but I’ve already used up all my Wii time, and Mom’s busy working in the kitchen, and Dad’s over at church teaching Bible study, so I guess there’s not a whole lot else right now I can do.


  Auntie came over this afternoon, just like she had planned, except I didn’t watch Emily. Auntie was so sad that she dropped Emily off at Uncle Simon’s office so he could watch her while he worked, and that way, she could spend more time talking with Mom.


  And by talking, I basically mean crying. It was really sad, by the way. Since I’m one of Auntie’s oldest friends (on account of us knowing each other back in Korea like I already mentioned), Mom said I could sit with her too, so I was there for the whole thing. And it was really hard because it doesn’t seem fair for God to let so many sad things happen to people as good as Auntie and her family.


  So first of all, I should explain that the doctors really aren’t sure of everything right now. They have to do more tests, and I have no idea how in the world you can do a test on a baby that hasn’t even decided to get born yet, but I guess that’s what they do. But Auntie’s first test showed quite a few things that were really, really sad. Like her baby’s heart has a big hole in it. There’s supposed to be tissue there (not the Kleenex kind, the science kind), except there’s not. Which obviously isn’t good news on account of you need your heart to survive.


  And then she had a problem with her fingers on account of her hands being shut real hard, which didn’t sound all that serious at first to me until Auntie explained that it could mean there’s a problem with the baby’s genes. Oh, and that’s something I should have said sooner. They found out it was a little girl, which is really the reason they went to the doctor in the first place to see what they were having, but now that they realized she’s so sick and may not even have a working heart, it’s a lot harder to be excited.


  Which again gets me wondering why God would do something like that to people as nice as Auntie and Uncle Simon. I asked Mom about it at dinnertime, and she said she was wondering the same thing, but she knows God always has his reasons. I asked her if maybe she thinks it’s so we could all pray for Baby Grace (that’s her name, by the way, Auntie told us). I was thinking that maybe God gave Auntie a baby with a hole in her heart so that he could prove he could do miracles and fix the hole right up, and Mom said he certainly could do it, but that didn’t mean he would do it.


  And I sort of lost my temper then. If you loved Auntie as much as I do, and if you already knew about all the sad things she went through (not just about having doctors tell her a long time ago she couldn’t ever have babies but even before that all the sad things that happened to her back in Korea), you’d probably be mad too. Because sometimes bad things happen to people, and you kind of feel guilty for thinking it, but you say to yourself it’s what they deserve. Like once Chuckie Mansfield tried shoplifting, and I’m not talking about just like a pack of gum or something you put into your pocket real sneaky-like. He tried to steal a pair of expensive shoes from a shoe store, and he got in so much trouble the police even came. If he were much older, he might have even been arrested. And I told Mom and Dad, and part of me felt glad that he’d gotten into so much trouble. I think it’d be a little different if he weren’t so mean, and I know it’d be different if he were so poor he didn’t have a pair of shoes, but Chuckie’s dad’s a doctor, and he’s always bragging about how much money they make, and he didn’t need to steal those shoes at all.


  So I didn’t feel bad for him when he had to talk to the police, and I think his dad punished him real hard at home too. Because that’s just what you expect to happen to people who are jerks.


  But Auntie’s the farthest thing in the world from a jerk, which is why it makes me sad and even a little angry to think about her baby being sick, and that’s why I lost my temper. Because if God could fix Baby Grace, then why wouldn’t he do it if he loved Auntie and Uncle Simon and Emily and their family as much as he says he does? And it couldn’t be he put a hole in their baby’s heart because they’re sinful or something like that, first of all, because Auntie and Uncle Simon basically never sin at all. Ever. But also because what kind of God would punish a little baby for something that wasn’t her fault, anyway?


  So I got angry at dinner, and then I cried, and at first, I didn’t want to let Mom and Dad see how upset I was, but then Mom started to cry too, and I didn’t feel so embarrassed.


  Mom knows a lot about sick babies, by the way. She used to do this thing called hospice foster care. That’s where you find babies who are so sick they really aren’t supposed to live for very long at all, and if their own families can’t take care of them, the foster parents do it. Mom used to do stuff like that back in the old days, so she knows a lot about it. But it still doesn’t seem fair for someone like Auntie to have to go through anything like that, which is why I’ve decided to just pray and tell God it wouldn’t be right for him to leave Baby Grace’s hole unfixed. And whatever he needs to do to take care of her fingers, he should go ahead and do that too. Because I’m pretty sure you could live with fingers that don’t work too well, but I know you can’t live with a heart that doesn’t work, but what I think is if God’s going to heal one part of her, he may as well do it all.


  I feel better now that I’ve prayed about it. Mom still wants to talk to me more about it tonight once she’s done working in the kitchen, but I’m not sure I’m in the mood. I really don’t want to start crying again. I’m getting way too old for that.


  Woong
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  Well, yesterday I didn’t have time to do my writing assignment, so I guess it’s good I did two days’ worth Wednesday on account of Thursday being so busy. Mom decided that she wanted to go shopping for this wedding reenactment she’s been planning. And I’m old enough now I can stay home alone, but she doesn’t want me doing nothing but playing Wii and rotting my brain, so a lot of the time she makes me come with her.


  There’s something you need to know about shopping with my mom. It takes forever. First, we had to go to three different craft stores until Mom found the kind of fabric she wanted for one of the decorations. And then she realized that the first craft store had a sale going on that was better than the third, so after we got the fabric we needed, we went all the way back to the first one and got a whole bunch of other stuff there. Mom said I was doing a good job being patient, so I could pick out something as a treat but have you ever tried shopping for a present for a boy my age at a craft store?


  I decided to get a friendship bracelet kit and give it to Becky. It looked like something she might think was fun.


  Well, after all that running around, it was past lunchtime, but Mom wanted to go to one more store before we got anything to eat, and that store ended up taking forever because we ran into a woman from church while we were there, and she’s been having this hard time with something to do with her mom being in an old person’s home and stuff and nonsense like that, so Mom decided it'd be a good idea to stop her shopping and just stand there praying.


  So we finally got lunch, and the plan was to take it over to Dad’s office at the church to eat there because that’s what we like to do when we eat out, so Dad doesn’t feel like he missed out. But here’s the bad part. A few years ago, Dad got diagnosed with that disease called diabetes, so he’s basically had to be on a diet ever since or he gets too much sugar inside his blood. And so we had to go to the sandwich store and get him a salad instead of going for burgers at McDonald’s or something like that. And it’s the kind of sandwich store that doesn’t even serve French fries. You have to either get apple slices or yogurt.


  But we had fun eating with Dad, and Uncle Simon was there too. I didn’t think about it last night because I was so worried about Auntie and little Baby Grace, but I guess something like this is hard for Uncle Simon too. So he had lunch with us, except he can’t eat things made with milk, so I didn’t have to share any of my food on account of my sandwich having cheese on it and my yogurt being just plain old yogurt.


  We didn’t talk about the baby much with Uncle Simon. Actually, I hardly ever talk to Uncle Simon about anything at all, not because his English is that bad but because he’s super shy. Mom says that by the time you’re an adult, you might be quiet, but you probably aren’t shy, except I don’t think that applies in Uncle Simon’s case. But he’s really nice, and he smiles a lot, except today he didn’t look too happy.


  Well, of course, after we ate, Mom wanted to spend some time praying for Uncle Simon, and then we still had a lot of shopping to do for the food part of her ceremony. She wasn’t buying the food yet, which would be silly anyway since the reenactment isn’t until later on in the summer, but she had a few recipes she wanted to try, plus she’s even hiring someone fancy to do some of the cooking for her, and she had to do a meeting with two different cooks to find out which one she was going to choose. That part was okay, though, because even though it was long, there was lots of food to test. I told Mom she should pick the chef that makes those little strawberry cheesecakes that are so tiny you can eat one in a single bite. She said she’ll talk to Dad, but she’s leaning toward the second one, which was okay except their sandwiches were made with tuna, which I think is grosser than gross. And I know Dad agrees with me, so even though he shouldn’t eat sweets anymore on account of his diabetes, I wouldn’t be surprised if he convinces Mom to go with the first guys.


  After that, it was time to just get the regular groceries we need for meal times. I think it’s funny because Becky Linklater told me her mom just goes shopping once each month, right after she gets her paycheck, and then whatever food they have in the house is what they have to eat. But Mom goes to the grocery store three or four times a week, and I think she does it partly because she always likes to pray with the people who check out the groceries, and most of them know her already as “that praying woman,” which you might think would be embarrassing if someone called you that, but it actually seems to make Mom proud.


  So that’s why I didn’t write any yesterday because after all that shopping there was just time to come home and get dinner ready. Then that night, I went with Dad back to church to go to youth group. Becky came, which was a lot of fun, and we played this game where you have to give yourself a different name after a certain kind of animal, and you have to remember everyone else’s animal name too and be really fast or else you might get beat up with a big pool noodle stick. One of the girls was late getting picked up, so Becky and I hung out for about half an hour while we waited for Dad. I showed her the friendship bracelet kit. She said she had something just like that in third grade, which kind of makes it sound like she thought it was a babyish gift, but she acted happy to get it, which is what counts.


  That was yesterday. Today’s been slower, which is good. Tomorrow Mom says I can take a break from some of my regular homeschool assignments since it’s almost the weekend. That sounds like it should be a good thing, but I know she’s been reading up on those blogs of hers ways to make your kids smarter and better at school and stuff and nonsense like that, so I kind of have the feeling that we’re not really going to take the day off entirely, but we’ll see.


  Talk to you later.


  Woong
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  Well, I was right when I said that Mom wasn’t going to give me a day off of homeschool. I didn’t have to do any workbooks today, which is good, but she still wants me to do my writing assignment (which is why I’m here now). So instead of workbooks, Mom said we were going to take the day to do family history.


  There’s something you should know about my parents, and I can’t remember if I mentioned it yet or not, but they’re really into adoption and foster parenting. I don’t even know how many brothers and sisters I have because some kids Mom and Dad adopted as teens, and then when they grew up they fell out of touch, and others have known Mom and Dad since they were really little. And some are legally adopted, but some are just “soul adoptions,” where Mom and Dad think of them as their kids, but their name isn’t on the birth certificates or stuff and nonsense like that.


  Well, with things being the way they are, you can imagine it’s a little confusing because every Christmas we’ll get letters from brothers and sisters I’ve never heard of, and I’m uncle to a bunch of kids older than me and weird things like that. So it didn’t feel that strange when Mom sat down with me on the couch this afternoon and told me she wanted to talk about a brother named Spencer I’d never heard of. At first, I figured he was just one of my legal brothers or soul brothers and that he was probably twice my age now with kids my own size and that Mom was going to tell me we were going to meet him while his family was on vacation in Medford or stuff and nonsense like that.


  Except that’s not what happened.


  Spencer was a special baby, and as soon as Mom said that I could tell by her voice, it was going to be kind of a sad story. But I had already used up my Wii time for the day, and Becky’s been stuck at home because her Mom doesn’t have enough money to buy gas to drive her over here just now, so there really wasn’t a whole lot else I could be doing, so I sat and listened to Mom’s story.


  Spencer had some kind of problem as a baby. A lot of things were wrong with his brain. Mom says it was because something bad happened while he was trying to get himself born, and his mom couldn’t get to the doctor’s fast enough. And when he came out, he was all blue, and he wasn’t crying, which I’ve heard is a really bad sign if you’re a brand-new baby.


  Spencer’s mom tried to take good care of him, but he was in the hospital for a long time, and she was going to lose her job, and she hardly had any money to start with. Plus she had two or three other kids (it happened so long ago, Mom couldn’t remember the exact details), and so she decided at the hospital that the best thing to do would be to let Spencer get adopted by a family who was able to take care of him better, and since my mom didn’t have any other job except being a pastor’s wife and a mom, she decided she would adopt Spencer. Except it was one of those soul adoptions, I think. She said she never did it legally, and the reason she didn’t was because there wasn’t a whole lot of time to do all that paperwork because Spencer only lived a few months. See, I told you this was a really sad story.


  So I got a little upset with Mom and wondered why she’d be telling me this, especially when she knew how worried I’ve been about Auntie and her little Baby Grace. But Mom said it was okay to cry and it was okay to be upset, but she wanted me to learn about baby Spencer because of what a good little boy he was.


  Then she pulled out this photo album. Once Mom and Dad brought Spencer home, they knew he probably wasn’t going to live very long. His lungs were really sick, and he got infections in them a whole lot. Mom said it was kind of scary because at night he could end up choking in his sleep, so she was always worried when she woke up in the morning that something bad had happened to him.


  Except it never did.


  Well, at the time Mom and Dad adopted Spencer (not legally, like I said, but doing it like a soul adoption), my two brothers and my sister Bridgette were still pretty young. They’re the three kids Mom and Dad had first, the ones Mom was actually pregnant with. Well, my brothers and sister really loved Spencer, and Mom said it was really hard telling them he probably wasn’t going to live very long. But she wanted to prepare them for the sad thing that was going to happen later (and did eventually happen, like I already mentioned).


  So one thing Mom decided to do at that time was she let Bridgette and Jordan and Justice take as many pictures of Spencer as they wanted, which was kind of a big deal, seeing as how it was back in the old days when you had to take your camera to a store, and you could only get so many pictures at once before you had to buy a whole new roll of film. Plus you had to pay the photo guys to turn your film into proper pictures anyway. And my dad was a pastor by then, so of course, he and the family didn’t have a whole lot of money, but Mom said the pictures were important and would be worth what they cost.


  So my brothers and sister took a whole bunch of pictures of Spencer doing all kinds of things. You know how people talk about a bucket list? It’s this checklist of things you want to do before you die, and it’s based off the name of this movie or something like that. Well, Spencer was born so long ago the movie hadn’t come out yet, so people didn’t know what a bucket list was, but basically, Mom and the rest of them made a bucket list for Spencer. They just didn’t call it that. What they did, see, was they made a list of all the fun things a kid would like to do. Of course, it had to be things that the family could afford at the time, so not like trips to Disneyland or stuff and nonsense like that. But I mean things like going to Chuck E. Cheese or feeding ducks at the park or going to a baseball game. That sort of stuff.


  So they made this list, and then they took pictures of Spencer doing each of these really fun things. And that’s the photo album Mom showed me. She said my brothers and sister put the whole thing together and that’s why a lot of the pictures came out fuzzy and were stuck to the pages kind of crooked-like.


  I had to admit I got a little bit jealous of Spencer because that kid got to do everything. Dad used to play football and still knows one of the coaches, so there was even a picture of Spencer in a little football jersey, and two members of the real team were holding him up and pretending like they were going to give him a high five.


  Like I said, there were tons of pictures of Spencer doing all these things on his bucket list, which got me thinking what I’d like to do if I knew I was going to die. I still think I’d like to go to Disneyland even though Dad says it’s too crowded and a big waste of money. And once when I went skating with Becky Linklater, I told her I’d like to see her skate in the Olympics one day, and she laughed and said she didn’t take lessons anymore so it wouldn’t work, but I told her I thought it could. So I’d add that to my bucket list too, watching Becky skate at the Olympics.


  And there are some other things. Like Mom still hasn’t let me watch Star Wars 3 even though I know the entire story already and Becky says the scene where Anakin attacks all the younglings doesn’t actually show him doing it. You can’t even be a hundred percent positive it was him. And I want my own PlayStation, too.


  What else? It’s kind of hard to decide because most of the time if I think about something I’d like, I either figure Dad will say it’s too expensive or Mom will say I’m not old enough yet. Which sometimes makes me wish they’d picked a different birthday for me after all so I could get older that much faster. Because wouldn’t it be an abomination if Mom said something like, “You can watch the Avengers when you’re fourteen,” and it turns out I’m already that old now and just don’t know it?


  Anyway, we only got to see a little bit of Spencer’s baby album because then Mom got a phone call, and she had to pray with someone from church about something and then call all the phone numbers on her prayer chain, so I went out into the backyard and dug a few holes, then had to come in and get cleaned up before dinner. Once all the dishes are done, Dad and I are going to play some Uno, and I guess that’s all for today. I still don’t know if Mom’s going to make me write over the weekends or not (I really hope not), so I’m not sure if I should say see you tomorrow or just bye for now. I suppose either one would be okay, really.


  Bye!


  Woong
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  Good news! Mom was going to make me keep up my homework assignments on Saturday and Sunday too, but Dad told her that even God took a break, so I got to have some more free time this weekend. Becky came over after church on Sunday, and she taught me how to make the friendship bracelets. Well, she tried to teach me, but I think my fingers are too small or something because I kept getting the strings tangled up.


  Dad was especially tired, so he took a nap in his favorite chair in the living room, and Mom had invited Auntie Hannah and her daughter over, so they visited in the dining room, and Becky and I played just outside the den. Becky really likes to play with Emily. She’s a real babysitter, the kind people pay money for. Becky is, I mean. Emily’s way too little for stuff and nonsense like that.


  I didn’t know if I should tell Becky about Auntie’s baby. It’s kind of awkward to just go up to someone and say, “Hey, you know that pregnant woman? Her baby might have a sickness.” So we didn’t talk about it. Which was kind of nice, to be honest, because I think I worry about Auntie more than I don’t worry about her. And I worry about Emily too because she’s still so little. At least when my brothers and sister were living with Spencer, they were old enough to take pictures, and I’m sure they still remember him. But what if Baby Grace has one of those sicknesses like Spencer and doesn’t ever grow up and Emily forgets all about her? That would be real sad, don’t you think?


  Anyway, I was glad Becky was there, so I didn’t have to feel sad quite so much as normal, but I did tell her about Spencer. She thought it was neat my mom and dad would do something like take care of a baby they knew was going to die, and she kept saying things like, “Your parents are like saints,” so I told her, “Nah. It’s just what they do.”


  Becky stayed until dinner, then Mom and I drove her home, and I asked Mom about her visit with Auntie. She said, “It’s hard for her, the waiting. The doctors still aren’t certain what’s going on, but they want to do more tests.”


  I didn’t say much. I’ve been sick before, and I really don’t like doctors’ offices, and I wondered if Baby Grace is big enough yet in her mom’s tummy that she’s started hating doctors as much as I do. And I guess I shouldn’t say hating doctors on account of it being a sin to hate anyone, but I do hate being sick, and I think it’s okay to say I hate hospitals too, but I might have to ask my dad about that one just to be sure. Because every once in a while, you’re positive that something couldn’t be a sin, and then you realize it is. I did that once when I was first learning English after Mom and Dad brought me home from Seoul, and I had just started school, and Chuckie Mansfield was in my class all the way back then, and he was just as mean as he is now. He said something to me that I didn’t know was a bad word, so I said it again later, and boy did I get in trouble. That’s what I mean when I say that sometimes you don’t even know if what you’re doing’s going to make God mad or not, and that’s why it’s a good idea to ask your pastor just in case. (Or in my case I can just ask my dad.)


  In the car, mom told me it’ll be important for us to be especially nice to Auntie over the next few weeks, and of course, there’s no way I couldn’t be nice to someone I love as much as I love her. But I could tell. Mom was a little sad, and I wanted her to think about something happier, so I asked how plans are going for their wedding reenactment. I guess her sister’s having some trouble with the wedding dress. Mom mailed it to her and sent her measurements, and Aunt Rhonda’s not sure it’s going to really work on account of there needed to be quite a bit of extra fabric to make it able to fit.


  So Mom started sounding sad again because I know she sometimes wishes she were still skinny like she was when she and Dad got married so many years ago. If you ask me, that’s a little silly because where I grew up, there wasn’t a whole lot of food to go around, so having extra weight on you was good and sometimes could even keep you from dying if things got real bad. But Mom’s never lived through that kind of life, so she still thinks being fat is what’s bad even though it means she never has to worry about running out of food.


  But I still was trying to cheer her up, so I asked her to tell me some about Aunt Rhonda. That seemed to be a safe question on account of her always wanting to tell me more about our family history. But I guess she and Aunt Rhonda didn’t always get along too great, and Mom even admitted it’s a little embarrassing to ask her sister to fix the dress on account of how Aunt Rhonda sometimes says rude things to Mom about her weight. But I’ve seen pictures of Aunt Rhonda, and I think Mom’s way prettier, and when I told her so she smiled and said, “That’s nice of you to say, dear,” but she said it in a way that I could tell she really didn’t think I meant it.


  And maybe it’s because I didn’t grow up in America, at least not at the beginning, or maybe it’s just on account of me being a boy, but I really don’t see why people get sad about gaining weight unless for example you’re someone like Dad. It’s actually dangerous for him to be too fat because of the diabetes he has, but if you don’t have that, I really don’t see what the problem is. But it felt like I kept finding bad things to say to Mom in the car that got her thinking about sad things, so finally, I said, “Mom, how do you know if you’ve got a crush on someone or not?” And at first, I seriously thought she was going to crash the car right then and there, except that’s not what happened (thank goodness).


  So we talked about that the rest of the drive home, and by the time we got back to our house she was all smiles again and I think she forgot about her extra weight and her mean-looking sister and Auntie’s sick little baby, at least for a little bit.
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  I woke up with a sore throat today, which I thought would mean that Mom would let me take some time off my assignments, but she said I still had to do those, and I’d just have to take a nap in the afternoon if I got tired. Sometimes I think that making your son do homeschool all summer long must be breaking one of the commandments, and I’m pretty sure Dad would agree with me except he’s busy at work, so it’s just Mom telling me what to do during the day.


  By the time I finished my workbooks, I really was too tired to do much of anything else, but I think that napping’s for babies, so Mom and I sat on the couch. I asked her to show me more of the pictures of Spencer, the sick baby she adopted.


  Spencer was always smiling. That’s the first thing you’d notice if you were to see his pictures for yourself. And you’d be able to tell there was something a little wrong with him. It’s hard to say what, but you would guess he was kind of sick. But he looks really happy too, and Mom said his personality was just like that. Always cheerful and content. She said that even if he got a fever, he’d still smile, and she said he was one of the cuddliest babies she’s ever taken care of, and she’s taken care of plenty.


  In one of the pictures Dad’s asleep on a reclining chair (not the same one he has now but a lot like it, just a different color), and Spencer is asleep on his chest. And even in his sleep, that little baby’s smiling. Except it’s a crooked smile like he started to do it but then fell asleep before he remembered you’re supposed to lift up both halves of your mouth and not just one.


  Once Spencer had to spend a few nights at the hospital, and some of the pictures are when my brothers and sister went to visit him in his room, and everyone’s playing a board game, and there are even some balloons. Mom says it was one of my brothers’ birthdays (except she can’t remember which one), but they were celebrating there because it didn’t feel right to have a party at home while Spencer was sick in the hospital. And you can tell in those pictures Spencer doesn’t feel too good on account of him not being quite so smiley, and in one of the pictures he even had to have a needle stuck right in his forehead and taped on so he looked like he was trying to be a unicorn.


  But thankfully Spencer got better. Mom said he just needed some stronger medicine than they could give him at home, and that’s what the needle he had to keep poked out of his forehead was for. And in the pictures, after he got home, he looks just as happy as before, and on the very next page in the album, he got to go to a game where the Red Sox were playing the Yankees, and would you believe that Mom went to that game but can’t even remember who won? I’ll have to ask Dad when he comes home because there’s no way he’d forget something like that.


  Seeing all those pictures of Spencer got me thinking about Baby Grace, and I asked Mom if she thought we needed to make a bucket list or buy a camera for her, and Mom got real quiet and then said she didn’t know.


  “It’s all in God’s hands,” she told me. “I guess it’s up to him. All we can do is pray.” Those are the kind of answers you expect to hear in Sunday school, but they’re more annoying when you’re asking your Mom about your most favorite person in the entire world and her baby the doctors say is bad off. I hope Grace isn’t as sick as Spencer was. I hope she doesn’t need a bucket list of her own. At least not for the same reason Spencer had his. But I guess Mom’s right. It’s in God’s hands like she said.


  And all we can do is pray.
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  Mom has a new devotion book. She downloaded it from one of the homeschool blogs she follows, and we’ve been reading it together every morning. Today’s story was kind of interesting. We were reading about King David and about how God ended up deciding that the baby he had with that other guy’s wife should die because his parents sinned.


  I’m really glad God doesn’t do stuff like that today, know what I mean? Because what King David did, it wasn’t the baby’s fault. And Mom says it may not have even been the woman’s fault because back then if the king tells you to do something, even if you’re married, it’s kind of impossible to say no. So maybe the mom wasn’t sinning either. We’re not sure because the Bible doesn’t say. But I do know the baby couldn’t have sinned, but God still decided the best thing to do was make him die.


  I could tell. Mom didn’t like the story, and it probably is because she was thinking about Auntie’s baby, just like I was.


  Or maybe she was thinking about Spencer.


  “Why do you think God didn’t answer David’s prayer?” I asked her. “Because it sounded like he was real sorry for what he’d done.”


  Mom shrugged and gave one of those Sunday school answers like, “Sometimes God’s ways are mysterious to us, but we know he’s always good.” Dad was already at work by that time, or I might have asked him what he thought because even if you’re God and can do whatever you want, it’s not very nice to make a little baby die.


  Which is why I’m praying extra hard for Baby Grace. I know it’s too late to pray for my little brother Spencer. (Technically, I guess he’s my big brother on account of him being older than me if he were alive today, but he never grew out of being a baby, so I still think of him as being littler.) Dad says only certain kinds of folks pray for people who’re already dead, and we’re not that kind of folks. But every once in a while, I wonder if it wouldn’t be all right to ask God if he could just tell Spencer his parents miss him or something like that. Or maybe he should warn him about me. I mean, imagine being in heaven your whole life and then eighty years later having an angel come up to you and say, “Oh, by the way, I want to introduce you to your brother Woong,” and you never even knew you had a brother with that name!


  But I don’t want to be superstitious either, which is why Dad says we don’t pray for folks who’re already dead. But I’ve been praying lots for Baby Grace. Sometimes my mind wanders, like last night before I went to bed, I was praying for Auntie’s baby and wondering what she’ll look like. Auntie and Uncle Simon are both Korean, so I know Grace’ll have black hair, but I’ve actually never seen a brand-new Korean baby, so I don’t know what to expect. And then I started wondering how come Asian babies usually don’t have curly hair, and that got me wondering about Becky Linklater and all the springy curls she has. I decided I’d go ahead and ask her if she was born that way or not, and that got me thinking about whether or not she’ll grow up to be one of those adult women who buy fancy irons to make their curly hair straight. Which is pretty silly if you think about it because there is a whole other group of adult women who buy fancy irons to make their straight hair curly. And I like Becky’s hair just the way it is so I wouldn’t want her to change it, and before I knew it, I was thinking about what Becky would look like as a grownup and wasn’t praying for Grace at all.


  But I hope God still knows how bad I want Grace to be okay. Because think of how terrible it’ll be if she isn’t. Then Auntie will have to be just as sad as Mom is about Spencer, and that doesn’t seem right.


  Well, this morning at devotions, I had a question, so I said, “Hey, Mom?”


  “Yeah, baby?” she said, and since nobody else was around, I didn’t care all that much if she called me that.


  “Do you think all babies who die end up going to heaven?”


  She sighed. “Well, let’s think about that.” And right then I was almost certain she was going to make me write down and look up a whole bunch of Bible verses, but all she did was say, “In that Bible story we read, what’s David tell the men after his son dies?”


  “That they should go ahead and have dinner?” I still don’t get that part, by the way, because who would be thinking about eating when your kid’s just died?


  “After that,” Mom said. “He tells them, ‘I will go to him, but he will not come to me.’ I think that means that David knows he’ll see his son in heaven one day.”


  “Oh.” I wonder how come I read that exact same story in the Bible and didn’t get that part at all. I wonder if that’s part of being married to a pastor or if any adult who goes to church and loves God long enough can do that sort of thing.


  “So Spencer’s in heaven, right?” I asked.


  Mom nodded. “Yes, he is. Your father and I are certain about that.”


  “And so Baby Grace …” I didn’t want to say anything else, but Mom seemed to understand.


  “God’s going to take care of Baby Grace too. What’s the Bible tell us about sparrows?”


  “That not one of them will die outside of God wanting them to.”


  “And what does that teach us about humans?” she asked.


  “That God takes care of us even better than the birds.”


  So I guess all that kind of makes sense, but you know what I’d like even more? I’d like an angel to just to show up and talk to Mom or Auntie Hannah or me and say something like, “Hey there. You’ve been a really good Christian your whole life, and God really loves you so much, so he sent me to tell you Baby Grace is going to be just fine. You don’t have to worry about any holes in her heart or stuff and nonsense like that.”


  I think that if something like that could happen, I would feel a whole lot better.


  And I bet Auntie would too.
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  I had to go to the doctor’s today. I’m still littler than other kids in my grade, so the doctor needs to see me every so often to make sure I’m growing. Once I even had to take this medicine on account of Mom thinking, I might have a snake or a worm in my stomach that was eating all my food, and that’s why I was hungry all the time. The good news was it ended up not being a snake or a worm in my stomach, except Dad says if it had been and they took it out, then he and Mom wouldn’t have to spend so much on groceries.


  The good news was the doctor was quick, and I didn’t even need any shots. I’m at the third height percentage for my age, or at least the age we’re guessing I am, which sounds pretty tiny, but a few years ago I wasn’t even on the charts, so it’s gotten better. I’ll have to tell Becky because she’s always teasing me, but in a fun way not in the mean way like you might think.


  After the doctor’s, Mom took me to get some hot chocolate at a little shop she likes to go to, and she got a tea and started talking with the waitress there. And pretty soon the waitress was taking a break and sitting at our table and crying because her best friend’s real sick, and all of a sudden Mom started praying with her, and before you knew it that waitress wanted to become a Christian. It happens a lot when we go out, truth be told. Dad jokes that we’d be a lot more on time to places if Mom wasn’t so concerned about making people Christians. But he’s just kidding of course, on account of him being a pastor and wanting to see everyone saved and whatnot.


  So on the drive home, I asked Mom if she thought God was mad at me since I haven’t ever made anybody a Christian yet. And she said, “What are you talking about?”


  So I told her about all the people I’ve seen her pray with to ask Jesus to forgive their sins, except I haven’t ever done that for anybody, and she reminded me that Becky didn’t ever go to church before I invited her. And I guess in a way she’s right, except Becky used to go to church with her grandma and even asked Jesus into her heart once at VBS or something, so I’m not sure that counts.


  “Maybe I’ll just tell people about Jesus when I’m older,” I said, and I should have known better too because then Mom started lecturing me about not letting anyone look down on me because I’m young and how it was just a little boy probably smaller than me who brought those loaves and fish for Jesus to share with everyone and that David was probably just a teenager when he went to battle against Goliath.


  “Don’t ever say that you’re too little for God to use you,” she told me, and then she started talking more about Spencer. She said that Spencer never learned how to talk, first of all, because he died when he was still so little. Even if he hadn’t died, his brain wasn’t working exactly right, and the doctors thought he probably didn’t have any hearing either. But God used Spencer to help people become Christians. Well, I didn’t understand, so I asked what she meant and how a baby that little could do a thing like that.


  I guess when they brought Spencer home after soul-adopting him, Mom and Dad had to drive him to all kinds of doctor appointments. Well, I should say Mom had to drive him on account of Dad working at church all the time back then just like he does now. And Mom tried to remember if it was two or maybe it was as high as three or four nurses she met and started talking to about Jesus and how they ended up becoming Christians, and it was all because of Spencer.


  “Yeah, but you were the one doing the talking, not the baby,” I reminded her, but she said it didn’t matter. God used Spencer to help those people become saved, and even after that, one of the moms she met at something called a grief support group got saved too.


  Dad says Mom has the gift of evangelism, and that’s how come she’s always praying with folks and asking them to invite Jesus into their hearts. But I wonder if Spencer had the gift of evangelism too. Mom said he did, so then I asked what she thought my gift was on account of me hearing in one of his sermons Dad talking about how we’re all given spiritual gifts. Like some people are really good at preaching and others at praying. Mom said she wasn’t sure what my gift was and that sometimes, God doesn’t show us our gifts until later. And sometimes she said our gifts can actually change. Like Mom used to be really organized and said she had the gift of admissions or something (I forget the word just now). But it means being really good at helping put things where they need to go and remembering important dates, and she used to help Dad with stuff and nonsense like that. But when she became a mom, she said, her brain stopped working that way, and maybe it was sleeping less, or maybe it was the stress, or maybe it was something else entirely, but now she’s so forgetful she says she doesn’t have that gift anymore.


  Well, it doesn’t seem fair to me that Mom’s gotten one spiritual gift and lost it and replaced it with another and I still don’t have my first one yet. But Mom said I probably have it and just don’t know what it is, but maybe if I pray, God’ll tell me. So I’m going to try to remember to do that tonight, and I’ll be sure to let you know if I find out what it is.


  I guess that’s all for now, so good night!


  Woong


  
    
      [image: ***]

    

  


  Well, it’s Friday, which means soon I’ll get to take the weekend off of writing. Tomorrow should be a really fun day. Becky’s mom doesn’t have to work, and she has gas money now, so she’s driving Becky and me to go bowling and then after that ice skating so Becky can keep on teaching me how to go backwards. I’ve been thinking about what Mom said yesterday about how maybe God used me to help Becky become a Christian (or at least start going to church again), and I wonder if he wants me to do the same thing for Mrs. Linklater too.


  I’d ask Mom about it, but she’s in a bad mood today on account of her and Dad getting into a fight. It started when she was on the phone with her sister, and when she was done she called Dad and started crying and saying things like, “I don’t know why she’s being so stubborn,” and “It’s just a silly dress,” and “This happened more than half a lifetime ago.” I don’t know entirely what she meant, but I suspect it has something to do with so many of Mom’s family getting mad at her for marrying a black man back in the old days when folks didn’t tend to do that too regularly. But I figured that people from Mom’s family would be just fine with it by now, especially when they find out what a good guy Dad is.


  Anyway, Dad came home. I think he wanted to cheer her up, but they ended up getting into a fight. I wasn’t trying to eavesdrop, by the way, but they can get kind of loud. Dad kept saying things like, “If it’s just a silly dress, then you should let it drop,” and “If I knew the ceremony was going to get you like this, I would have suggested waiting another ten or fifteen years.”


  Well, finally they both apologized and made up, and then Dad had to go to a meeting at work even though he said he’d rather stay home and be with us. Mom’s not crying or yelling anymore, but I can tell she’s still upset. Except I’m not sure if she’s mad at Dad or Aunt Rhonda.


  Becky was really surprised when she found out my parents fight. She asked if they were going to get a divorce, and I said, “Nah, that’s just what they do.”


  With Becky’s parents, it was different, see. Becky’s parents never fought, at least that’s what she told me. They never fought at all, and then one day, her dad said he’d fallen in love with someone else, and he packed up his suitcase and left. Now he’s married to that someone else, and Becky has to spend certain holidays and weekends over there even though she says his new wife is a stuck-up pig.


  It’s strange, isn’t it, that Becky’s parents were the ones who never fought and ended up divorced, and my parents fight all the time, but they’re getting ready to reenact their wedding. Hey, maybe that’s a good example of irony. I can use it in one of my English papers next year.


  Well, I know better than to try to get in Mom’s way just now, so I’m doing my homeschool assignments, and then I’ll get to do some Wii. That’s about all that’s going on now. I think Auntie may be coming over for dinner tonight. Or maybe that was lunch tomorrow. I forget exactly when… I know she’s coming soon because she has another meeting with the doctor coming up. I really hope he says everything is okay.


  Woong
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  So I decided to do something a little out of the ordinary tonight. I decided to write my aunt an email. Not Aunt Hannah either. I’m talking about Aunt Rhonda, my mom’s sister. The one who made her cry and get into a fight with Dad.


  My parents were talking about it more at dinner tonight, so I have a little more information now. Here’s what I know.


  Mom’s mom had a special wedding dress she wore when she married my grandpa. That was the same dress Mom wore when she married Dad, even though lots of folks in the family (my grandparents included) were against the wedding in the first place.


  So apparently that’s why Aunt Rhonda’s all upset. Can you believe it? Because Aunt Rhonda got married a few years later, and she had to make her own dress, but what she really wanted was the one Mom had hanging up in her closet. Well, Mom said she should have just asked her and that since Aunt Rhonda was a dressmaker, everyone assumed she’d be sewing her own wedding dress. And then Mom said she’s probably jealous because Mom is happily married and Aunt Rhonda’s husband is a mean old man who never lets her do anything she wants to do.


  So I guess this whole argument boils down to Aunt Rhonda not wanting to fix Mom’s wedding dress to make it fit her again because she’s sore that she didn’t get to wear it to her own wedding. Sounds pretty silly to me.


  So Mom asked Dad what he thought she should do, and Dad said, “Do whatever you want,” which got Mom angry at him again. So I’ve decided to fix things myself. I wrote Aunt Rhonda an email. It was pretty easy finding the address because Mom keeps her email open all the time. (I’m not even sure she’d know how to close it if she wanted to.)


  So I wrote her and told her who I was (in case Mom hadn’t ever told her about me yet, or maybe she did tell her and Aunt Rhonda just forgot), and I said that Mom was sorry she hadn’t thought to ask Aunt Rhonda if she’d like that dress for her own wedding, but now it was getting close to that reenactment, and Mom really wants the dress to fit her again. I’m hoping that after Aunt Rhonda sees that, she’ll get it all taken care of. Sometimes you just have to explain things to people before they understand what it is you’re really asking of them.


  So that was my one good deed for the day, and another was telling Becky she should ask her mom to come to church with us next weekend. Because if Mom’s right and God really did use me to help Becky become a Christian, and then if Becky helps do the same thing for her mom, maybe God’ll count it like I was the one to tell Mrs. Linklater in the first place, know what I mean?


  I’ll have to write more tomorrow when I come back. Talk to you then!


  Woong
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  Well, yesterday didn’t go as planned. Not at all.


  Mom and I started the day by doing a little bit of grocery shopping, and I’ve already explained how long that takes. Well, after that, Auntie Hannah called and was crying, and Mom said we’d be right over. So we didn’t even go home. We just left the groceries in the car and drove to Auntie Hannah’s house on the other side of Medford. Emily was napping, and I didn’t have a book or anything else to do but sit and listen. And in a way, I’m glad I did because now I think I understand a whole lot better what’s going on with Baby Grace.


  Have you heard of chromosomes, the things that make up our genes? Something happened with one of Auntie’s baby’s chromosomes, so there’s like an extra chunk of one or something like that. And you might think that an extra chromosome would still be better than a missing chromosome, but I guess that’s not the case on account of Baby Grace being even sicker than the doctors were afraid of at the beginning.


  It’s hard to write this next part on account of it being so sad, but the doctors told Auntie Hannah that unless there was some kind of a miracle, Baby Grace isn’t going to be able to live after she’s born on account of all the things wrong with her. It’s not just the hole in her heart either. There’s a whole lot of other problems too. I think Auntie said something about her not having kidneys or maybe that her kidneys weren’t working, but the words the doctor used (I forget exactly what they are just now) meant that all those problems put together made it sound like Baby Grace was going to be even sicker than Spencer had been.


  Auntie cried (of course), and Mom cried, and they prayed, and we prayed, and I prayed on my own some after that. And it doesn’t seem right because I’ve even felt Baby Grace kicking inside Auntie’s tummy, so I know she’s okay right now. And if she’s okay right now, that makes me think the doctors might not know as much as they let on. And Auntie said several times that she still thinks God might be working a miracle, but Mom took her hand and said, “Oh, sweetie.” The way she said it is like when she’s talking about my little baby brother Spencer, and I know that as much as Mom believes in God and the power of prayer, she probably doesn’t think Auntie’s going to get her miracle this time at all.
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  Good news! At first, Becky thought she was going to have to spend VBS week with her dad and stepmom, but she found out she’d just been looking at the calendar wrong, so next month she and I are going to watch over the toddlers in the nursery for all of VBS. There’ll be some adult helpers there too of course, but I think it’ll be fun working with Becky and way better than if I had to volunteer in the nursery on my own.


  Becky’s really good with kids, and Emily will be one of the ones we get to watch. If Auntie helps at VBS at all. She signed up to be the snack lady this year, except the doctor thinks she shouldn’t do any extra work and should just lie around and sleep all day to keep Baby Grace from thinking it’s time to be born. I don’t know what lying around’s got to do with staying pregnant and not having your baby too soon, but I do know it’s hard to watch a three-year-old from the couch all day. In fact, I probably know that better than anyone because now that Auntie’s got doctor’s orders to rest, Mom and I babysit Emily every day until Uncle Simon gets off work. I don’t mind it, and Dad says he’ll even pay me a little bit of money at the end of the summer for helping out, but I love Auntie so much I’d do it for her even if I weren’t getting paid. Becky said she’ll come over sometimes too if she can get a ride. So we’ll have more people at the house this summer, which I’m hoping will mean I won’t have to do as many school assignments. (That’s why I’ve gotten out of the habit of writing here every single day on account of us all being so busy.)


  Oh, I heard back from Aunt Rhonda by the way. It wasn’t the nicest email in the world, but I guess there’s more to it than just her not wanting to work on the dress because she’s mad at my mom. She says there’s a special kind of fabric, and because the dress is so old it won’t hold up well to altercations or whatever that word is where you fix things so other folks can fit in something if they outgrow the original size. It makes me kind of sad on account of knowing how much Mom wanted to be able to wear the dress for the reenactment, but maybe now that she’s got Auntie Hannah to look after every day and little Emily too she won’t worry about it so much.


  That’s something about Mom. She’s always worrying about somebody or something. As long as she has someone else she has to take care of, she doesn’t worry as much for herself. So now most of her extra time’s spent helping Auntie Hannah. And there’s not much help Auntie needs physically, because all she’s supposed to do is lie on the couch all day and eat and go to the bathroom when she needs, and Mom and I do all the other hard stuff like make sure Emily doesn’t get too rowdy around her belly or stuff and nonsense like that. But Auntie’s really tired now, and she cries a lot. I don’t like seeing Auntie sad. It’s almost as bad as the time Chuckie Mansfield called Becky a bad name and made her cry, and it was so bad I even told the principal and Chuckie got in really big trouble.


  When Emily goes down for her afternoon nap, I’ve been hanging out with Auntie. She said she doesn’t want to talk too much about Baby Grace (although she does like it when we pray for her), so I’ll tell her about things from last school year or stuff and nonsense like that. A long time ago, I even wrote down the whole story of how I got adopted, and sometimes Auntie likes it when I read parts of it to her. Other times, though, Auntie’s too sad to want much company, and other times she’s asleep. So if it’s one of the days when Becky is over hanging out with us, we’ll play some board games or Wii. And if not, I’ll work in my room on some Legos I’ve been building. All in all, it’s not a bad way to spend the time. It certainly beats having to do hours of workbooks every single day. Except I wish it didn’t mean that Baby Grace was so sick. Auntie has another doctor appointment tomorrow. Mom’s going to drive her, and I’ll be in charge of keeping an eye on Emily in the waiting room. I hope it doesn’t go too long because sometimes she gets a little fussy without her mom.


  And I hope the doctor has some good news for Auntie about Baby Grace. We could all use some more of that!
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  I’m pretty tired tonight, which is kind of how the whole summer’s been this far, especially now that Auntie and Emily come over every day. Auntie’s still tired, but the doctors say Grace looks real good and healthy right now. And by healthy, I don’t mean she isn’t sick. She’s still got that hole in her heart and problems with her kidneys and a few other inside parts, and there’s really nothing anyone can do to make that extra chromosome go away, but for a baby with all those things wrong with her, she’s doing really well.


  It kind of sounds bad to say it, but I think we’re all getting more and more worried. Because Grace is supposed to be born in about two more months. Mom says they might have to make her come out a little earlier than that because you know that liquid moms have inside their tummies? (I forget the word for it just now.) Auntie’s body’s decided it doesn’t have to make any of that, and so it’s pretty hard for Grace to move around. On the one hand, it should be good news that she’s getting closer to when she can get born, but on the other hand, that’s the worst news in the whole world on account of the doctors saying she’ll probably die once she’s out.


  I told Auntie all about my little brother Spencer and the photo album my brothers and sister made for him, and she liked the idea so much she asked me to help Emily take pictures of her tummy. So we do that a lot now. Emily’s getting really good. She can even open the camera app on her mom’s phone and take pictures all by herself.


  Since Auntie’s not really supposed to go anywhere (and it hurts her to move on account of her body not making enough of that fluid for Baby Grace to swim around in), we can’t do the bucket list like they did for baby Spencer. So we all came up with another idea. Actually, it was Emily who came up with the idea.


  I was in my room playing Legos, and I thought Mom was watching Emily. But Mom was in the den printing some invitations for her wedding reenactment and thought I was watching Emily. And so what really happened was neither of us was watching Emily, and she took some lipstick out of Mom’s purse and started drawing on Auntie’s belly while Auntie was taking a nap! So Auntie woke up and had red lines all over her tummy, and at first, she was really cross. But then I tried to explain it was my fault because I hadn’t been watching Emily well enough, and then Mom started to laugh and said Emily was just trying to give her baby sister a makeover.


  So that gave us the idea to decorate Auntie’s tummy. It sounds kind of weird when you put it like that, but the way we talk about it, we’re dressing Baby Grace up. Like one day, I found some of my Avenger action figures and lined them up on the couch, and we took some colored markers and made Auntie’s belly look like Captain America’s shield. And then Emily took a picture, and it made Auntie laugh so hard she texted it to Uncle Simon, and when we saw him that evening, he said it was so funny he laughed right out loud at his office.


  So the next day, Mom came home from her shopping (she doesn’t take me with her now on account of Auntie needing me to stay here and help her with Emily). Well, Mom had gone to the craft store, and she brought home paint she said was totally safe for pregnant bellies. She even called the phone number on the back of the bottle and talked to a real person to make sure, and then she told Auntie to call her doctor and ask just in case. And it might have been the weirdest question he’d been asked all day, but he said it was safe. And so we’ve been decorating Auntie’s tummy and then taking pictures of Baby Grace all made up ever since.


  I think my favorite was when we turned Auntie’s tummy into what looked like a bowling ball, and then I helped Emily cut out some pieces of paper that looked like pins, and we took a picture of Baby Grace at the bowling alley.


  So then we started to think of other places it would be fun to take a kid and decorated her tummy like that. So now we have pictures of Baby Grace with Micky Mouse ears like she’s just been to Disneyland, and once Emily and I painted what looked kind of like a race car like we were taking Baby Grace go-carting. And we spent a whole day making Auntie’s tummy look like all kinds of different animals, so now Grace really does have a bucket list because she’s been to all kinds of fun places like the zoo.


  On days when Becky’s here, Becky takes a special makeup pencil because she’s a really good artist. Once she covered Grace in spiderwebs, then put the Spider-man symbol right by Auntie’s belly button. That one was one of my favorites.


  Last night before bed, after Auntie and Emily and Becky had all gone home, Mom said what I’m doing is really good because it’s keeping Auntie happy and it’s giving Emily something she’ll always remember. Because even if she forgets about Baby Grace, she’ll have all the pictures of her little sister in her mommy’s tummy, and that’ll help her keep all those memories. Mom said she was real proud of me.


  I wanted to ask her if she really thinks Baby Grace is going to die. Because we’re only a few weeks away now from when she’s scheduled to be born, and it doesn’t seem right for me to be excited about something like that on account of how sick Grace is going to be. I guess as long as she’s inside her mommy, she doesn’t need her heart and kidneys to work as well because Auntie’s heart and Auntie’s kidneys are working double for her. But once she comes out, she won’t be able to do much on her own, and it makes me so sad to think about that my heart hurts.


  When that happens, I think about all the fun we’ve had painting Auntie’s tummy. And I remember what Auntie and Mom and everyone always say… that who knows? God might make a miracle. So that’s what I’m hoping is going to happen because anything else is just too sad to even imagine.
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  It’s been a while since the last time I wrote, but thankfully I don’t think Mom cares too much. She’s been too busy helping Auntie and getting everything ready for that reenactment she’s been planning. Aunt Rhonda still hasn’t found a way to send her the dress either. I wish I had a way to make Mom happy, and sometimes it’s hard to know if she’s sad because she’s too big to fit into her wedding dress anymore or if she’s mad at her sister or if she’s sad because of Auntie Hannah. Things with Baby Grace aren’t going all that well.


  Auntie’s still healthy. That’s the good part. Last week we had to hurry her into the hospital because her tummy hurt so much she thought Baby Grace might be ready to come out, but they gave her some medicine to make the pain stop. We stayed with her at the hospital for a little while, though, at least until Uncle Simon could come be with her. I think I’ve told you about how quiet and shy he is. And some of that’s because of his English. (He and Auntie still speak Korean, and so does Emily too even though she’s got pale skin and red hair and freckles. But Auntie likes to tease that Emily’s Korean is better than mine!)


  But even when he’s talking Korean, Uncle Simon still always talks real quiet-like, which makes me wonder how he does at being a pastor on account of my dad having such a loud voice. A lot of people say Dad sounds like James Earl Jones. That’s the actor who played the voice of Darth Vader. He was also in The Lion King movie (He did the voice of Mufasa), but I haven’t seen that one in years. Dad likes to get up on stage and shout at folks, and I can’t see Uncle Simon doing that at his church, except I’ve never been to his church before on account of it being at the same time as Dad’s.


  Anyway, when Uncle Simon got to the hospital, he started praying at Auntie’s tummy. And I guess I should say he was praying to God (obviously), but he was talking like he was talking right to Auntie’s tummy. And then do you know what he did? It’s the perfect truth. He started singing Baby Grace a lullaby. It was one of the real famous ones from back in Korea, so I even remembered my grandma singing it to me years before I ever became an orphan or got myself adopted and ended up in America. Except he changed the words just a little, so it was more like he was praying to God about the baby, and it got Mom crying and Auntie crying and even one of the nurses crying. But we didn’t feel sad. It was strange. And Uncle Simon really doesn’t have the best of voices, truth be told, except this turned into one of the prettiest songs I think I ever heard.


  Auntie’s home now, and by home I mean here at our house on account of this being where she lives during the day until Uncle Simon gets home from work. And she’s not having that pain in her stomach anymore, which is good news, but the pregnancy itself has got her really uncomfortable, especially since her body forgot to make all that liquid Baby Grace is supposed to be swimming around in. I guess if you don’t have that, it can be really painful. I asked Mom if she thought Baby Grace was hurting too, but Mom said she expected not. I was glad to hear that much.


  In two weeks, Auntie’s going to go to the hospital, and they’re going to take Grace out. She’ll have to have that surgery where you cut the mom open instead of letting the baby fall out the normal way. And I think in most cases it’s exciting to get ready for a baby to be born, but in this case, it’s not on account of all the sad things that might happen once she’s on the outside.


  Mom says the chances of Grace surviving even just a day are really low. Most likely, she’ll die there in the hospital with Auntie. And I think that’s an abomination, but Mom says it’s beautiful because for every single minute Grace’s alive, she’s going to know just how special she is. I have a foster brother who’s a real photographer. He does fancy weddings and things like that, and he’s going to take pictures at Mom and Dad’s ceremony, but he’s also going to come and take pictures of Baby Grace so that her family has some really pretty photos to keep and remember.


  I kind of wish there was a way that God could just make Grace stop growing and stay in Auntie’s tummy forever on account of her being just fine in there and not in pain at all. But like Mom always says, God knows what he’s doing, and he’ll always make good things come even out of the worst situations.


  Auntie’s doing really well. She’s tired, but she says she has a lot more peace now than she did at first. Maybe it’s God’s way of telling her everything will be okay, but she doesn’t cry as much, and when we talk she’ll actually laugh sometimes. Real laughing, not just the pretending kind. She says she never expected to be able to have a baby in her belly at all and that Grace is a little miracle no matter what, and she feels really blessed to be her mommy.


  Emily’s still having fun playing with her baby sister too. She and I will sometimes get behind the couch and do puppet shows. Mom says babies can hear even before they’re born, so maybe Grace even hears us. And since she probably won’t ever grow up and learn all the things a baby’s supposed to learn, I’ve been doing my best to teach her. I’ll sit with Auntie and sometimes Emily, and I’ll talk to Baby Grace in her mom’s belly. Like I’m teaching her the animal sounds and some nursery rhymes, and Auntie says she especially likes it when I tell Baby Grace stories about Jesus, so we do that a lot too.


  And in a way, I can kind of see what Mom means. Some babies are born not being loved at all, and even if they live for a hundred years, if nobody wants you or cares about you, that’s really sad and tragic. With Baby Grace, she’s been loved from the very second she showed up in Auntie’s tummy, and you know she’s going to be loved every single second she’s alive.


  For however long that is.
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  Mom brought home a video from the church library today, and we all watched it together. Turns out there was this Christian lady with a baby sick with something real similar to what Baby Grace’s got. And she recorded her testimony (that’s the story you say in church about how God helped or stuff and nonsense like that). So that’s what we watched with Auntie this afternoon.


  That lady, I think her name was Sarah, but I forget just now, she knew that her baby couldn’t ever live outside the womb on account of her missing some of her important parts and was also having trouble with those chromosomes like what happened with Grace. And would you believe that at first, the doctors didn’t even think she should stay pregnant with the baby? Except that’s not what happened on account of this lady being a Christian and telling the doctors God might do a miracle on her baby.


  Well, God didn’t give her the miracle she wanted (which was make her baby totally healed), but he did another miracle, she said, and that was to help teach her how to trust him even though what was happening to her little girl was so sad. It was interesting how many similarities there were with her story and Auntie’s too. Like, did you know Sarah’s tummy forgot to make that special fluid, so she was real uncomfortable at the end of her pregnancy too? And she also had another little girl at the time who was almost exactly Emily’s age and even looked like her (at least with the freckles and pale skin, but not the red hair).


  At first, I was worried the untie too sad, but when it was done, she said how happy she felt knowing she wasn’t the only person going through something like this. And she said she wondered if there was a way to get in touch with that lady to hear more of her story and know what? Mom said she already spoke with her on account of Mom knowing one of the teachers at a seminary (that’s a college for pastors) where the lady’s husband works. She said she talked to her, and the lady said that any time Auntie wanted to call she could.


  And would you know that Auntie’s shy (but not as shy as her husband), but she said she would like that very much, and maybe she’d do it as early as tomorrow.


  People from Auntie’s church have been really good to her. They bring over lots of presents and toys for Emily to play with while she’s here, and they bring food too (on account of lots of them not knowing how much Mom loves to cook, so they think they’re being helpful). Sometimes they stay and pray with Auntie, and sometimes they just drop off their presents or dinners and go, but Auntie always smiles and tells them thank you, and people always comment about how peaceful she looks. Mom says that’s what happens when you’ve got the Holy Spirit living in you, except I’ve got the Holy Spirit in me, and I don’t feel nearly as good about what’s going on.


  Dad took me to the men’s breakfast with him a few days ago, and on the way there he asked me how I’m feeling about Baby Grace, and would you believe that was the first time I even thought about a question like that? Because during the days home with Mom, we’re just so worried about Auntie we don’t stop to think about how anyone else is doing except maybe for Emily from time to time.


  And I told Dad I was a little mad at God, truth be told, and he surprised me by saying that was totally okay. And then I expected him to give a long sermon about trust or faith or things like that, but he didn’t say anything else.


  And you know what? That was just fine by me.
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  Today’s been a pretty fun day, all things considered. Becky’s mom got off work early, and we got to go swimming at the YMCA. I’m still not the world’s best swimmer, but there’s a water slide there, and we had a lot of fun until we got so cold our teeth were chattering. It was nice to do something different for a while that wasn’t just sitting around at home playing with Emily and waiting for Auntie’s baby to be born.


  Since it’s the weekend, we’re going to do a movie night once all the dinner dishes are cleared away. I told Dad I think I’m old enough now for Star Wars 3, and he said I probably was, but I’d still have to ask Mom.


  During dinner, we talked some more about baby Spencer. Now that we know pretty much for certain how sick Baby Grace is (unless God decides to do a miracle, which he certainly could do if he wanted), Mom says we’ve all got to be prepared for a really sad day next week.


  I asked what it was like when Baby Spencer died because as much as they’ve talked about him lately, I realized that we haven’t ever said anything about that. I didn’t even know if he was at the hospital when he died or somewhere else. So Mom said he was at the hospital on account of an infection he’d gotten in his lungs. And she said it happened really fast too. Like, one day he was fine, and then the next day he had a fever over 104, which is really serious when you’re that little and that sick to begin with.


  So the doctors listened to his lungs and even did an x-ray, and they did other tests too, and the way Mom puts it, they said his body was just shutting down. Like it was too hard for each of the parts to keep on working, so they decided to quit one at a time. It was his heart that quit last, and Mom said it was real sad but also real peaceful. She said she was holding him, and Dad was there, and the other kids were at a friend’s house for the night. And the nurses kind of knew he was going to die soon, so they even took some of the machines and monitors off so it wouldn’t be so loud. Mom said it wasn’t like in the hospital parts of movies where all of a sudden all the alarms start going off, and the doctors and nurses run in and try to shock the life back into you or whatnot. She said all that happened was she was holding him and singing, and she and Dad were praying, and then all of a sudden, they both stopped praying and looked at each other and just knew. And sure enough, that was when God decided he was ready to take Spencer right on up to heaven.


  I was kind of surprised that Mom didn’t start crying telling the story on account of her crying so much these days, being worried about Auntie and stuff and nonsense like that. But she said it was the most beautiful passing she could have imagined and that when it’s her time to go (these are her words, not mine), she hoped it’d be something just like that. Quiet and peaceful. And she said even once he died, Spencer looked really calm and happy.


  Then Dad laughed and told a funny story which didn’t really sound all that funny to me, but Mom started laughing a little then too. What happened, see, was nobody told Mom and Dad that if you have a baby that little who dies, you’re supposed to give the funeral company an outfit for them to be buried in. And so the next day when they were trying to figure out the best way to get Spencer buried and give him a really nice funeral service, they realized that he was wearing Bugs Bunny pajamas on account of that being all the funeral folks could find that would fit him.


  And Mom said pajamas were a good idea for a baby funeral except she would have liked someone to tell her she could have picked something else out if she wanted. So I asked what Baby Grace was going to get buried in, and then Mom and Dad stopped laughing because I guess it reminded them of the really sad thing that may happen in just a few days if God doesn’t give everyone a miracle. And Mom said she didn’t know, but she would talk to Auntie about it tomorrow, and Dad said maybe we should ask Uncle Simon instead on account of it being so sad to discuss. Then I decided we’d talked too much about sad things, so I asked what movie we were going to watch for family movie night, and I decided not to ask about Star Wars 3 tonight on account of it being a sad movie (even Becky says it’s the saddest), and Dad says he thinks what we really need is a comedy.


  And you know what? I think he’s right.
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  I found out something really interesting today. You know how last night we started talking about what Baby Grace should wear if God doesn’t give her a miracle and she ends up having to be buried like the doctors say she will? Well I asked Dad if I could do a Google search, and he said it was okay, so I started looking things up, and I got this really interesting idea.


  At first, I thought it was a little strange, but to be totally honest, everything’s strange when you’re talking about funeral clothes for a baby. And then I started to think that maybe it was a good idea after all, so I told Dad, and he liked it too. In fact, he liked it so much he told Mom, and Mom didn’t even cry like I thought she would but said it would be perfect and she’d mention the idea to Auntie as soon as she could work it into the conversation.


  So if Auntie agrees (and I guess Uncle Simon would have to agree too on account of Baby Grace being his daughter too), here’s what’s going to happen. Dad’s going to get in touch with Aunt Rhonda. You remember all the stuff going on about that wedding dress Mom wanted her to fix? Well, it sounds like either Aunt Rhonda isn’t going to fix it or can’t make it able to fit Mom for the wedding reenactment coming up. But there’s something else she can do instead.


  Here's what I found out when I did that Google search last night. Some ladies who don’t know what to do with their old wedding dresses end up giving them to folks like Aunt Rhonda who sew for a living. And then these sewing ladies, what they do is they cut up the fabric and turn it into little tiny clothes like dresses and pretty white suits for babies like Grace who may have to get buried after they’re born.


  See, I started thinking about those Bugs Bunny pajamas and Spencer, and I don’t want Auntie to be sad ten or twenty years from now that she didn’t have anything prettier for Baby Grace. And even though we’re all still really hoping and praying that God does a miracle, Mom says we’ve got to be prepared for the worst in case he says no.


  Mom looked at the patterns, and she said one of the pretty white dresses would be just perfect. So we’re going to talk to Auntie about the idea, but Mom wants to wait for just the right time, which I think makes sense. This probably isn’t the kind of conversation you jump into first thing when you see somebody, know what I mean?


  I feel kind of happy that I was maybe able to help. And then I asked Mom, “Well, what happens if Baby Grace is just fine and doesn’t need the dress at all? Would you feel sad for ruining your wedding dress?” And Mom said no, that we could either donate the dress to another family going through something similar in that case, or maybe Auntie would even want to keep the dress as the reminder of the miracle God did. And I thought both ideas sounded good.


  So now we just need to wait for the right time to talk to Auntie (Mom’s going to do that part), and then if she says yes, Dad says he’ll get in touch with Aunt Rhonda. (He thought that would be a better idea than Mom doing it on account of Mom being so likely to cry and having her feelings hurt so bad if Aunt Rhonda says no.) And Mom even said there’s enough fabric in the dress that maybe they could make several outfits, not all for Grace but for other babies who might need them. And the really good news is it finally feels like she’s okay with not being able to wear her wedding dress to her reenactment after all.
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  Well, tomorrow’s the day that Auntie’s going in to have Baby Grace taken out of her tummy. Mom’s been crying all day. Auntie does too, except for when she’s praying. Even Emily is acting pretty sad because her parents have told her that her baby sister might not be alive by this time tomorrow.


  We got Grace’s dress in the mail yesterday, the one Aunt Rhonda made out of Mom’s old one. Auntie hasn’t opened the box. She says she’s not ready to look at it yet, but Mom says she’s glad she finally found something useful to do with her dress now that she can’t wear it anymore. And I still don’t know what Dad said to Aunt Rhonda to make her okay with doing what she did. I’m just happy that if God doesn’t give Baby Grace a miracle tomorrow, she’ll have something pretty to wear when she goes up to heaven to meet him.
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  Well, it’s been a pretty weird day so far. Auntie’s at the hospital. Mom’s there, and so are Dad and Emily and Uncle Simon. Mom and Dad didn’t think it’d be a good idea for me to hang around, so I’m staying home with my big sister Blessing and my cousins, and in a little bit Becky’s coming over too.


  I’ve been praying for Baby Grace and Auntie and their whole family all morning. Mom says she’ll call as soon as the surgery’s over and she hears what happens. I’m not nearly as good at praying as she is, but I’m trying. So far, I’ve been doing better keeping my mind from wandering as much.


  Mom says she brought the dress Aunt Rhonda sewed in the trunk of her car just in case, but she’s got a good feeling and really hopes that Grace won’t be needing it, at least for today. Dad says that if at any point I get sad news, and I need to cry, I can go ahead and cry.


  Becky’s Mom is at work, so she can’t come over yet, but we’ve been texting some, and Becky says that she’s praying for Grace too. And that gets me thinking about the conversation Mom, and I had about how maybe God’s using me to help Becky and maybe even her whole family become better Christians, so I asked Becky if she wants to ask her Mom to come to church with us again this weekend, and she says she will.


  While I’m waiting, I’ve got some little gifts to put in baggies to help Mom get ready for that big wedding reenactment. I didn’t know you’re supposed to give out presents to your guests when you do something like that, but Mom says it’d be nice. So I’m folding up these little fancy papers that have printed Bible verses on them and adding them to tiny bags with chocolates and some colored rocks. I totally get wanting chocolates, and it makes sense Mom would want Bible verses to go with them, but I still don’t know what the colored rocks are there for unless it’s to make the bags look like there’s more in them.


  In a way, I’m glad for something to do, but I also kind of wish I could be there at the hospital because as soon as Baby Grace comes out, I want to know if she’s all right. I begged Dad to call me right away and tell me. He said, “I’ll do my best, son,” which for him is just as good as a promise.


  So now I’m waiting for the phone to ring and I’m texting Becky and trying to ignore my obnoxious cousins, who keep wanting to come in here and mess up all my Legos. It’s been kind of a long day, and it’s not even lunchtime yet. It’s only about ten, which I think means that Auntie’s starting her surgery just about now, so I’m going to go ahead and do more praying, then I’ll write more as soon as I hear anything.
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  So you know how sometimes people say, “I’ve got good news, and I’ve got bad news,” and they use that phrase so much you don’t even think about it anymore? That’s kind of what I’m feeling right now except I really do mean it.


  We’ll start with the good news. Baby Grace was born right around eleven, and she was bigger than anyone expected and weighs almost a full six pounds, which is really healthy for a baby.


  So that’s the good news.


  The bad news is she definitely has that sickness the doctors talked about earlier, the one with the extra chromosome. And that means she might end up being kind of like Spencer, one of those babies who’s always kind of sick and maybe doesn’t learn to walk or talk as soon as other kids. But I know Auntie, and I know Uncle Simon, and I know they’ll be just fine with that.


  The doctors told Auntie and Uncle Simon that “she’s not out of the woods yet,” by which they mean something really bad could still happen before they get the chance to bring Grace home. But they also said there must have been a lot of people praying for her on account of her lungs working way better than the doctors at first expected.


  Auntie Hannah is doing well after the surgery. Mom says she’ll be sore for a while, and she’s not supposed to move too much, but Uncle Simon’s taking time off work so he can help take care of her at her home. I’m actually kind of sad she won’t be around here every day.


  It's only been a few hours now since Grace was born, and the doctors told her parents they’ll know a lot more as time passes. The way Dad put it when we talked on the phone, it sounds like maybe God’s doing a miracle right now, but we won’t know for sure right away. So basically Grace is okay at this exact minute, but she still might end up not being okay, and the only way we’ll really know is to wait.


  I’m not sure I like the idea of waiting all that much, to be honest, but Dad says if Grace hasn’t gotten any worse by dinnertime and if Auntie and Uncle Simon say it’s okay, he’ll come back and pick me up so I can say hi to them at the hospital. I might not get to see Grace right away on account of her being in a special part of the hospital for sick babies, but I can say hi to Auntie at least and ask any questions I have then about Baby Grace and how she’s doing.
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  I just got home from seeing Auntie and her family at the hospital. I couldn’t see Baby Grace, but Mom had a lot of pictures on her phone, so she showed me those, and Grace looks really tiny but otherwise just like a normal baby.


  Auntie was really tired, so I didn’t talk to her too much. But I went on a walk with Uncle Simon, and I think it may be the longest talk we’ve ever had even though it was probably only four or five minutes.


  He said he wanted to thank me for being such a good friend to Auntie and Emily while he’s been at work and that he knows my prayers are part of what made Baby Grace get born so strong. And since I hadn’t been able to get a straight answer yet out of Mom or Dad, and since Auntie was too tired to talk much, I asked Uncle Simon if Baby Grace was going to die.


  “You know what, Woong?” he said. “Only God can answer that question. But seeing how strong she is even with the condition she has, it’s given me a lot of hope.”


  So I thought about that and wondered if maybe it was the longest thing Uncle Simon’s said not only to me but to anyone in his entire life, and I asked, “So did God do that miracle after all?” Because to be honest, I’ve been a little confused. I was sort of expecting today to go one way or the other. Either God would make Grace all better, and she wouldn’t have that disease at all, or she’d have the disease and die, and God would take her up to heaven.


  Uncle Simon thought for a while (he’s a very thoughtful man), and he said, “You know what, Woong? I don’t know how long we’re going to have Grace with us, but whatever happens, I think it’s safe to say yes. God’s given us a miracle.”


  And then I knew for sure that was the most Uncle Simon’s ever said, and I started to wonder if maybe he was going to need a nap or something. But he looked just as fine as always. So I said, “You know we made a dress for Baby Grace. Just in case.” I didn’t say anything else on account of it sounding a little inconsiderate at the time, but I could tell he knew what I meant.


  “That was very thoughtful of you,” he said, and I told him it was kind of Dad and Mom and my idea all at once, and it was my aunt who actually did the sewing part.


  “Well, thank you all very much,” he said.


  “It’s in the trunk of the car right now,” I told him. We were getting close to Auntie’s hospital room by then, and Uncle Simon put his hand on my shoulder, and he said, “You know what, Woong? I think that’s a really good place for it.”


  So for right now, that dress is in a box all taped up and sitting in the bottom of Mom’s trunk.


  And you know what? Uncle Simon’s right.


  That’s just the right place for it.


  The End
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  1. Have you ever known anybody with a child as ill as Grace?


  2. What would you say to encourage someone in this situation?


  3. Do you have siblings? Do you quarrel like Sandy and Rhonda?


  4. What part of this story was the most touching for you?


  5. Have you read real-life stories of other believers in a situation like Hannah and Simon?


  6. How would you feel if your family heirloom dress was turned into something else like this?


  7. Does this story bring anybody to mind who might be going through a hard time? How can you pray for or encourage them?


  8. How could a church body help a family going through a situation like this?
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  The Beloved Daughter: Behind North Korea’s closed borders, a young girl is dying for freedom.


  Slave Again: She traded in her prison uniform for shackles of a different kind.


  Torn Asunder: Hannah’s secret mission could rip them apart and cost them both their lives.


  Flower Swallow: Join Woong on his journey through flood, famine, and a shaman’s curse to freedom and redemption.


  Orchard Grove Christian Women’s Fiction


  Beauty from Ashes: A baby was never part of Tiff’s plans. Especially not a sick baby struggling for life on a ventilator.


  Before the Dawn: When depression steals your identity and leaves you without a name…


  Sweet Dreams Christian Romance


  What Dreams May Come: Her heart is set on becoming a missionary. He’s determined to recruit her for the job.


  Kennedy Stern Christian Suspense Novels


  Unplanned (Book 1): Kennedy’s pro-life worldview is shaken when she receives a mysterious phone call from a girl who’s far too young to be pregnant.


  Paralyzed (Book 2): It’s hard to heal from the past when the past wants you dead.


  Policed (Book 3): A rogue police officer can ruin a lot more than a perfect evening out.


  Straightened (Book 4): Worldviews collide, and body counts rise when a conservative politician finds out his son is gay.


  Turbulence (Book 5): Kennedy’s arctic adventure might come to a crashing halt before it even begins.


  Infected (Book 6): Isolated in a hospital lockdown during a global epidemic, Kennedy can only guess who will survive.


  Abridged (Book 7): When the fight for women’s rights becomes a struggle for mere survival.
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  Hello Crossroads Reader!


  My very real world prayer is that Sewn Together blessed you and touched your heart, and that hearing this story from Woong’s point of view was a heart-warming experience.


  It is now my sincere joy to introduce the fifth and final book in this collection, The Second Yes by the always accomplished Amanda Tru. Amanda and I have been writing buddies (and even prayer partners) for years now, and she’s truly the heart, soul, and creative mind behind these Crossroad Collections. I love working with Amanda, not only because she’s such a great author, but because she’s such a lovely example of Christian love.


  In The Second Yes, Amanda introduces top fashion designer London Hutchins, who creates herself a wedding dress for each guy she ever dates. After the Hollywood shine has dulled, London packs up her closet full of gowns and her successful design business to head back home to Crossroads. There she finds her high school sweetheart waiting. London accepts an offer to set up her business in the local bridal shop owned by the kindhearted Rhonda Snow. However, London soon suspects Rhonda might not be the patron saint everyone believes. Helping out a few of Rhonda’s clients can’t possibly hurt anything, right? Just as long as no one finds out!


  Please enjoy this meaningful story that is sure to touch your heart while offering intermittent bouts of giggles, and we’ll see you soon back at the Crossroads!
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  “Isn’t it beautiful?” Rhonda Snow gushed, fluffing the skirt of the wedding dress out to flare like a bulbous, white bell below the bride’s waist.


  At the bride’s hesitation, London Hutchins pushed aside the long, medium-blonde, hair escaping from her messy bun and covertly looked up from her detail work on the material in front of her. She didn’t want to appear to eavesdrop on one of Rhonda’s clients. After all, though London worked out of Rhonda’s bridal boutique, their businesses were completely different. London didn’t want to interfere, but the enthusiastic, emotional response of a typical bride remained a blank, tension-filled silence that carried across to her work station as the seconds lengthened.


  Unfortunately, London immediately recognized the problem, almost flinching at the sight of the bride facing the full-length, three-paneled mirror.


  “Oh, it is beautiful!” The bride’s mother finally filled in before her daughter’s silence could be construed as openly rude. “It is exactly how I pictured my daughter as a bride! Oh, Danielle! You’re a vision! I can’t believe my baby is getting married!” The mother sniffled and dabbed a tissue beneath her tearing eyes.


  London’s heart went out to the bride as if she could read her every thought through the emotions playing across the delicate face in the mirror. Actually, London knew it was probably just one thought repeating over and over, inescapable from every angle of the mirror or tilt of the head.


  The dress was hideous.


  Not just a “not the style I like” hideous, but a hideous that should be recognized as ugly in every culture or time period, except apparently to the two matrons flanking the clearly distraught bride.


  “But it isn’t exactly how I pictured it, Mom,” Danielle finally managed with trembling lips.


  Good for you! London silently cheered.


  “Oh, honey, but it is!” the mother disagreed as if she knew her daughter’s thoughts better than Danielle did herself. “This is the exact dress we chose weeks ago, only this one fits you so much better!”


  “No, Mom, this is the dress you chose. I wanted a simpler sleeveless dress with less... fluff.” Danielle lifted some of the abundant skirt decorating her hips and let it drop back down heavily.


  “Danielle, we talked and agreed that this one is so much more flattering and modest,” the mother insisted. “The sleeveless styles show so much skin. We didn’t want you to be embarrassed on your wedding day. Besides, with your dad’s position as a deacon in the church, this dress is far more appropriate.”


  “But it isn’t what I wanted for my wedding,” Danielle braved again.


  “Well, it’s too late now,” her mother replied, her patience thinning to reveal tense, fine lines around her tightening lips. “The wedding is two weeks away. You’d think a girl would be grateful for a beautiful wedding dress. After all, you could have worn mine, but you wanted something new. I just didn’t realize that your father and I would spend so much money only for you to be ungrateful.”


  Danielle’s face turned rosy, and the threatening sobs seemed to gain territory. “But isn’t a bride supposed to like her wedding dress?” she whispered brokenly.


  “Oh, but you do like it!” Rhonda spoke up enthusiastically. “You’re just nervous. I see it all the time with brides. The dream of the wedding day is so big that when the time gets close, they fear the reality won’t measure up. But it will. When your mom and I saw you step out in this gown, we both knew it was the one. Remember, you looked so beautiful that your Mom started crying! I work with brides all of the time, and you really are one of the most beautiful I’ve ever seen!”


  No! Don’t say that! London inwardly groaned. Danielle was obviously smart and possessed keen enough eyesight to clearly see the state of her appearance. Instead of encouraging her, Rhonda’s words could only prove that either the bridal shop owner was exaggerating to the point of lying, or she was blind.


  Confirming London’s suspicions, the distraught young woman found no comfort at all. Instead, her shoulders stooped, and her head bent in defeat.


  “Honey, Rhonda works with brides all the time,” the mother said, seeming to take her cue from Rhonda and switch tactics to a more comforting approach. “She knows what she’s talking about. If she thinks the dress is beautiful on you, then it is. Sometimes our hormones and emotions play tricks on us.”


  Good grief! She’s not thirteen! London barely stopped herself from rolling her eyes. While Danielle was younger than London, she was still obviously in her twenties and clearly capable of making her own decisions, but her mother and Rhonda seemed determined to override her wishes.


  Rhonda gasped and flailed her arms up dramatically, “I know what the problem is! You can’t see the full picture. Your veil and shoes haven’t arrived yet, but when they do, you’ll see how gorgeous you look.”


  “Rhonda, you are so right!” the mother agreed. “When all the pieces are together and your wedding day arrives, you’ll see how perfect it is!”


  “Wait! I have an idea!” Rhonda bustled off, busily rummaging through racks to find something.


  With Rhonda gone, it gave London a few seconds to more overtly study Danielle’s dress. Unfortunately, the poor girl looked like a mummy with a poofy skirt that looked as if it belonged in a ballroom in the 1800s. The extensive dress covered every inch of skin except her pale face sticking up out of the high-necked collar and her hands peeking out the elaborately appliqued long sleeves.


  Sadly, Danielle’s pale, miserable face only added to the overall mummy resemblance.


  Hmmm… if you got rid of the sleeves and cut some of the excess material out of the skirt to replace with a few lighter lace inserts…


  London stood, wanting to offer her help but knowing instinctively that it wouldn’t be received well. The mother had her own agenda. Danielle’s dress had already been decided, and the current objective was convincing the bride to come to terms with it.


  Before London could coerce herself into throwing caution to the wind and doing what her heart told her was right, Rhonda reappeared armed with a hoop for the skirt, satin gloves, a thick veil, and a pair of white stilettos. Knowing she’d missed her chance, London retreated back to bending over her own work.


  “Now, these aren’t the exact ones we chose and ordered, but they’ll give you the general idea,” Rhonda bubbled excitedly as her ample form disappeared beneath the voluminous skirt to attach the hoop.


  Five minutes later, Danielle completed her transformation from mummy to large, white ghost. No part of her remained visible behind the thick, white veil, dress, and gloves. While Rhonda and Danielle’s mother pronounced her “breathtaking,” London suspected that Danielle’s quivering shoulders meant that silent tears coursed down her face behind the veil where no gaze could penetrate.


  Danielle didn’t say another word, and the dress fitting soon concluded with two smiling matrons and one distressed bride still valiantly trying to dash the tears off her splotchy, red face.


  There’s nothing you can do, London told herself, languishing in waves of helplessness. Her place and position in the bridal shop was credited to Rhonda’s good graces. The only reason she’d felt confident the arrangement could be mutually beneficial was because London’s designer wedding dress business catered to a different clientele. Though she hadn’t come outright and said it, London knew Rhonda hoped the high-profile designer boutique would raise the esteem of her own bridal shop, and some of London’s upscale clients just might find some necessities at Rhonda’s Snow White Bridal. However, Rhonda had been very clear from the beginning that the door only opened one direction. London’s clients could patron Rhonda’s store, but London was in no way supposed to steal Rhonda’s clients.


  But it’s not stealing. It’s just helping, London argued with herself, desperately wanting to ease the misery on Danielle’s pretty face.


  Unfortunately, London knew Rhonda wouldn’t see it that way. Any offered comment would be labeled as interfering and in clear violation of the “rules.” London was not allowed to have an opinion when her feet stood on the Snow White bridal end of the building.


  “Thank you so much, Rhonda,” Danielle’s mother said, warmly embracing the boutique owner. “I don’t know what we would do without you. You’re so very kind and thoughtful, making sure my girl is a beautiful bride!”


  “I’m just happy to help,” Rhonda assured, her round cheeks rosy with pleasure.


  The two women conversed brightly as Rhonda packed the wedding dress in a garment bag.


  It’s not my business. Rhonda will make sure Danielle is fine.


  Gradually, London talked herself out of getting involved or even feeling guilty about it. Rhonda ran a successful business and was well-loved in the community for her kindhearted exuberance. London had certainly benefitted from Rhonda’s good favor. Any help from London would probably just make the situation worse.


  Danielle trudged to the door of the shop with her shoulders stooped under the weight of carrying the ugly wedding dress in its Goliath-sized garment bag. Unable to make her escape without her mother in tow, Danielle turned around to wait for her to finish the long farewell with Rhonda.


  Still unable to look away, London’s gaze unexpectedly collided with Danielle’s, and the hopelessness and pain in the young bride’s eyes made London gasp sharply. Even still, London clasped the soft material tightly in her hands and remained seated, choosing to do nothing.
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  London balanced the stack of boxes precariously in one arm while she reached with the other to fit the key into the lock on the door of the shop. She twisted her arm, grimacing with the effort of turning the key.


  “Oh, dear, let me help you with that!” Rhonda bustled up behind her and unloaded some of the boxes from London’s stack into her own arms.


  “Thank you!” London told her rescuer warmly, breathing a sigh of relief as the key turned in the lock and she pushed the door open.


  “I’ve told those delivery guys over and over not to deliver packages if the shop isn’t open,” Rhonda followed London through the door, shaking her head in exasperation. “I don’t like our things delivered after hours only to sit out in the elements. Seeing all of these boxes, I just might need to speak with some supervisors.”


  “Oh, there was only one package outside the door,” London quickly assured, extending a small brown box labeled as belonging to Rhonda Snow at Snow White Bridal. “The rest of the boxes are mine. They were delivered at home, so I brought them here. I know I should have made two trips from my car, but I thought I could manage in one. Thanks for coming to the rescue.”


  “Well, business must be quite good if you’re needing all of these supplies.”


  Uncomfortable with discussing any aspect of her business with Rhonda, London replied vaguely, “Oh, it’s just restocking of some basic supplies like thread and a few more specific things I need for certain projects. No large quantities or large scale. I’m just trying to get things ramped up with the new shop space.”


  “I was just starting to worry since I haven’t really seen many clients in the past six weeks. I don’t want you to be in a situation where your new business can’t get off the ground, what with the rent and everything.”


  She’s worried I won’t pay her the rent, London interpreted, wishing Rhonda would just be upfront about it. But London had noticed that this wasn’t an entirely new pattern for Rhonda. She possessed a unique talent for phrasing things in such a way that even the most offensive or rudest comments and questions came out sounding sweet and innocent.


  “No, business is just fine,” London assured, subtly studying Rhonda to assess whether a simple answer would satisfy. Rhonda stood at least six inches shorter than London’s five-foot-eight inches, yet she out-paced London by multiple decade's worth of pounds. Unfortunately, Rhonda’s fashion tastes only accentuated her ample girth.


  In the weeks since London had moved in, she had not once seen Rhonda wear an outfit twice. Instead, it became of great interest to London to take notice and marvel at each day’s brightly colored and patterned ensemble. Rhonda preferred lots of brightly patterned blouses mixed with ‘80s professional wear. Her wardrobe of dress suits must rival that of Nancy Reagan, but Rhonda obviously took great effort in modernizing the look with wild patterned blouses, scarves, and daily accessories that included an assortment of large, bangled earrings and pendants that, in a pinch, could also double as a dinner plate. If Rhonda was feeling especially stylish and trendy, she’d abandon the suits for a loose, brightly-colored blouse atop patterns that should never have been sewn into a pair of leggings. Her crown of dyed reddish-brown hair and an ever-present pair of heels completed an eclectic style that London found both fascinating and disturbing.


  Wanting to make things abundantly clear, yet again, London explained, “I think I already mentioned that my business is quite different than that of Snow White Bridal. Most of my clients are online or through personal connections. Though I might greet a few local customers, I deal with a rather exclusive clientele, most of which are long distance. I needed the shop space not as much for a storefront, but for a workshop where I can create my designs. I may have clients come in for fittings every once in a while, but mostly, it will be me working by myself on gowns that will be worn at various venues around the world. I still plan to have a small portion of my space tastefully decorated for displays and meetings with clients, but the larger space will be a work area for me to design and create.”


  “Oh, yes, I know that’s what you explained. I was just worried about you. Starting a new business is so difficult, and I want you to be successful, dear.”


  London gritted her teeth, barely managing an “I appreciate that,” as Rhonda followed her to the large work table on London’s side of the store.


  In reality, London’s was not a new business. Her reputation and renown had grown considerably the past year. She’d worked hard and gotten noticed. Celebrities had commissioned her for wedding dresses and gowns for prestigious events. A “London Design” was now a thing, carrying a certain degree of status and recognition. Magazines had even covered her gowns and done articles on London Hutchins, the up-and-coming designer. However, there was always room to grow. She was still small-scale and enjoyed doing only the work she could complete herself, but in every sense, her business was thriving, which was the main reason that, even after occupying this location for about six weeks, her side of the building still looked bare. She simply hadn’t had the time to do anything but complete her considerable list of custom orders.


  But all of that success was nonexistent in small town Crossroads. Instead of the exclusive fashion designer, she was simply the same London Hutchins who’d grown up in Crossroads with her six siblings, graduated high school, and headed out to Hollywood after college. Now she was back home, presumably because she’d failed at her California dreams. In Crossroads, she’d always be one of Lydia and John Hutchins’ girls. Trying to prove her success would get her nowhere. She’d always be just one of them, no better, no worse.


  “A prophet is not without honor except in his own town, among his relatives and in his own home.”


  London often thought of the verse in Mark and how true it seemed, even for those who weren’t prophets. To what the rest of the world may recognize as special, your hometown simply sees as familiar.


  In some respects, the anonymity was nice. Nobody here cared what glamorous projects she was working on or the celebrity names she held in her contact list. Prestige didn’t matter. After all the pressure of trying to work her way to the inside circle of Hollywood, it was a relief to be in a different world where such social castes simply didn’t exist. It felt nice to simply be one of the Hutchins’ girls.


  Years in Hollywood had left London disenchanted. The magic had long faded, and she had tired of the superficial. All of the celebrities populating movies and magazine covers had their own Crossroads somewhere. Fame was rarely based on anything of depth. In fact, it was usually all pretense. There was value in a home where you could cherish the hope that opinions and respect could be based on someone’s character and not merely how they appeared on the outside.


  This disenchantment and longing for something real brought her back home and had prompted her to decide to use Rhonda’s offered space as headquarters for her fashion designing business. She knew managing the business so far away from her clients wouldn’t be easy, but home made her feel like she could finally breathe again.


  “Oh, Rhonda, you don’t need to do that!” London said in alarm, watching as Rhonda slid a pair of scissors through the tape and opened one of London’s boxes.


  “I have time to help,” Rhonda said cheerily. “No worries.”


  How did London say that she really didn’t want her help opening the boxes and going through her things? At a loss, London watched helplessly as Rhonda opened the packages to shuffle through the contents and inspect each item before shoving it back into the box and moving it aside to reach for the next one.


  London hurriedly a pair of scissors along the tape of each box, hoping to end Rhonda’s “help,” but the older woman casually went through all of the them, even the opened ones, before shoving the packages off to join the others on one end of the table.


  “Eww! What’s this?” Rhonda asked, lifting cream-colored material from a box. She held the silky fabric with the tips of her fingers as if afraid it were covered with cooties.


  “Please, be careful!” London cried in alarm. She gently took the material from Rhonda’s hands and swept the dress out of the box for examination. “This is an heirloom dress I have been commissioned to alter and redesign. The client is from Texas and entrusted me with her family’s wedding gown.”


  “Ugh! I’m sorry!” Rhonda gave a little shiver of revulsion. “I don’t redesign old dresses for exactly that reason. Sometimes they want you to redo an old dress that is completely hopeless. Do you think you can talk the customer into scrapping it for a new one?”


  “Absolutely not!” London replied, appalled. Turning a practiced gaze to the dress, she carefully examined the exquisite silk flowers and pearls embroidered into the silk. “This is a beautiful antique, and I’m honored to be asked to work with it. It just needs a few alterations, and it will be stunning. I think the client wants the skirt redone, but the detailing is exquisite. I don’t want to change those at all.”


  Rhonda shook her head sadly. “I wish I could save you the trouble, but some things you need to learn yourself, I guess. The dress is so old it’s yellowed, and the style is outdated to the point that you can’t do anything about it. Look at those long sleeves! I’ve been in this business for twenty-five years. I know when a dress is hopeless. I’m just sad to see you waste your time.”


  How can this woman have run a successful bridal business for so long with such hideous taste? London thought irritably. A few days ago, Rhonda had proclaimed Danielle’s ugly dress as beautiful, and now, she insisted this exquisite antique dress was beyond hope.


  Like Rhonda said, the silky fabric and lace was yellowed with age, but that didn’t bother London at all. The material had aged evenly, casting the dress in a warm, creamy glow. The embroidery was delicate and detailed with much higher quality than the modern mass-produced lace. While the lace sleeves on Danielle’s dress had looked cheap, these long sleeves looked elegant.


  The difficult part would involve expanding the dress for the new bride. From the measurements sent to London, the expansion would be more than just a little, and there was no additional fabric to work with. Adding difficulty was the fact that the dress had obviously already been altered multiple times before to fit other brides.


  However, London had an idea of how she could use some of the fabric from the existing skirt to subtly expand the bodice and then create a new skirt like the client requested. It wouldn’t be easy, but London really did love redesigning old dresses. It almost seemed more romantic to imagine the memories the dress had lived through and contribute a part in preparing it for more romantic memories today.


  “I’m confident that I can make it exactly the way that my client wants, and that’s what’s important,” London insisted. “Not everyone needs to think it’s beautiful, but if both the designer and the bride do, then I label it as a success.”


  Rhonda shrugged. “I guess beauty is in the eye of the beholder.”


  Yes, and I’m beginning to worry that something is wrong with your eyes! Though she thought it, London refrained from making further comment. Instead, she hung the dress up on a hanger and put it away out of sight, not wanting the delicate garment to be further offended by Rhonda’s blind lack of appreciation.


  Thankfully, the little bell over the door rang, announcing a customer and relieving London of Rhonda’s attention. With the beginning of summer heralding in the wedding season, the shop stayed busy all morning. Some came in for fittings or shopping for THE dress while others came in for bridesmaids’ dresses or last-minute accessories.


  London finished the gown she’d been working on and packaged it for her client. She then worked on a few new designs before finally allowing herself the fun of setting up and decorating her display area.


  The building was conveniently divided into two sections. Snow White Bridal occupied the larger section, while London’s area was sectioned off from it with a series of columns and one long divider. The end result was that, while the two spaces remained connected, they were also separate. Customers could theoretically go from one business to the other while inside the building.


  Rhonda had never rented out the other space before, citing that she’d never found the right business to share the space of a bridal shop. When London moved back to town, her mother and Rhonda hatched the idea of the “perfect solution,” and Rhonda had delightfully offered to rent to London at a very affordable price. With business buildings at a shortage due to the recent progression of Crossroads’ tourism industry, London accepted, thankful that God had provided a way for her to come home and still maintain her dreams and income.


  “London, I’m supposed to meet the library ladies for lunch today,” Rhonda said, coming over and eyeing London’s display work with open skepticism. “Would you mind keeping an eye on the shop while I’m gone? I don’t have scheduled clients until this afternoon, but with so many weddings this weekend alone, I don’t want to close the shop for lunch and not be open if one of our brides needs something. I expected TeraLyn to be here to cover for me, but her class must have gone long. I just don’t know what I’m going to do with that girl.”


  TeraLyn was Rhonda’s daughter and worked at the shop with her mother. She was a few years younger than London, and London hadn’t yet had the chance to get to know her well.


  “No problem, Rhonda,” London assured. “I already told you that I don’t mind helping out. You’re giving me such a great deal on the rent that I expected it.”


  “You are too kind.” Without missing a beat, Rhonda gestured to the mannequin clothed in a wedding dress. “Is that your display?” Rhonda asked, pointing to the mannequins clothed in wedding dresses.


  “Yes,” London said proudly, liking the way the dresses showed up against the panels she’d painted herself and arranged in a mural-type background. She really liked the way the simple trees and blossoming branches looked elegant and sophisticated but not overwhelming to the gowns. The wedding dresses remained center stage, and London had added just enough color with a few accessories and flowers to make the whole tableau look elegant and romantic.


  “Don’t you think that dress is a little… immodest for Crossroads?” Rhonda asked, pointing to the soft turquoise gown flanking three wedding dresses.


  “Um… no, I don’t,” London replied honestly. “It is actually very modest for Hollywood, and that particular dress topped all of the best-dressed lists when worn at an award show a few months ago. The celebrity who wore it is a friend of mine, and she wanted me to keep it to display.”


  “Well, that was nice of her, but isn’t that like selling scuba gear in a desert?” Rhonda asked, her brown eyes sparkling as she giggled at her own joke. “It’s your shop, my dear, but I don’t recall Crossroads hosting any Hollywood award shows that I’m aware of. Don’t you think you’d better cater to the fish in your own pool, or desert, as the case may be?”


  London pursed her lips together. “I’m happy to mind the shop, Rhonda. I’m finally caught up with my custom orders enough that I can work on decorating my shop the way I want it, and this is the display I want to use. I don’t anticipate my clientele will include many Crossroads residents, but these dresses and the arrangement will appeal to those customers I do have. With my brother’s wedding this weekend, I don’t plan on getting my entire boutique fully decorated the way I envision, but I’m fine with taking things slow with this display window as my first step. In other words, I have plenty of time at the moment to monitor your store for the hour or so you’re gone, and you really don’t need to concern yourself over my interior design. I’ll be fine.”


  “I’m just concerned for you, my dear,” Rhonda placed a gentle hand to London’s shoulder affectionately. “I don’t want you to offend some of our more conservative residents. Mr. Snow always says that if a business gets a bad reputation in a small town, then there’s nothing that can be done. I want you to be successful!”


  “I appreciate that,” London said, trying to tone down her response. Rhonda meant well. She couldn’t fault the matron’s concern. “I’m not a novice at this, though. I know what I’m doing. I have a healthy client list and plenty of experience with well-known fashion designers. My business isn’t the same as yours, and I think you’ll need to trust me that I can manage everything on this side of the pillars.”


  “Very well, then,” Rhonda sighed sadly. “If things don’t work out, just know that you’ll always have a place at Snow White Bridal with me. With TeraLyn taking classes at the university, I don’t know that she will stick around as my assistant. And I care too much to let you fail completely.”


  Why does her concern feel so insulting? London wondered, feeling very confused. Rhonda had a heart of gold. London just couldn’t figure out why Rhonda’s concern ruffled her feathers so much. She should feel grateful, not angry.


  Rhonda left with a cheery goodbye and a wave of her hand, finally leaving London in peace. Several customers came and went, and London easily found orders, rang up purchases, and played the part of wardrobe assistant to those customers trying on the wares.


  Estimating that Rhonda should be back any minute, London wandered back to her side of the store and checked her messages. With her brother, Dallas, getting married in two days, London wanted to make sure there weren’t any last-minute details that needed attending. London had designed and created the wedding dress for Dallas’s fiancée, Kate, and those for her bridesmaids as well. While the gowns hung ready and waiting on the hangers, it was London’s sister, Brooke’s, turn to work her florist magic and get the flowers ready. London was already planning on a late night tomorrow assisting Brooke’s preparations for the big day.


  Then they’d do everything all over again for Brooke’s own wedding at the end of the summer. With the summer flanked by two family weddings, it promised to be busy. In fact, her siblings announcing their engagements is what prompted London to consider coming home. Both Dallas and Brooke immediately asked her to design the wedding dresses, and she knew that would take considerable time in the area. She’d grown so weary of living in southern California, especially after last year, and a few months in New York hadn’t quelled the longing for something different, or maybe it was the longing for something familiar.


  London wanted to go home.


  It had taken months of back and forth travel to move her business, and she’d only had her apartment and truly lived here for the past six weeks. While she still would need to travel at the request of certain clients or for the occasional fashion show, the move went better than London expected, and she felt convinced she’d made the right decision.


  The bell jingled again, drawing London’s attention back to Rhonda’s shop. She glanced at the clock, hoping it was Rhonda arriving back and not another customer. While she didn’t mind helping, the steady stream of customers prevented London from getting her work done, and with the busy weekend ahead, she really needed to contact a few clients and mark some items off her to-do list.


  Unfortunately, it wasn’t Rhonda who stood inside the door. Recognizing the visitor immediately, London stopped so suddenly that she dropped the scissors she held in her hand. It took the space of a few seconds to recover from seeing one of the last people she’d expected to step into a Crossroads bridal shop.


  “London?” he asked, his face registering the same surprise that surely showed on London’s.


  “Adam?” London choked out, completely forgetting the scissors still on the floor.


  Adam suddenly laughed and hurried forward to give London a warm hug. “I heard you were back in town, but when I didn’t hear any more, I assumed you’d left again.”


  “I guess I didn’t realize you were in town either,” London said, starting to regain her senses. “It’s good to see you! You look great!”


  He really did. His face was different—more masculine and mature—but those eyes were the most familiar. Their beautiful amber color still held her captive as they peered at her from behind a pair of glasses that only served to make him look even more intelligent and appealing.


  Adam’s laughing gaze turned serious as it searched her face with the same intensity that she searched his and finally ended locking with hers. “You look great, too, London. Of course, I’ve always expected you to be just as beautiful as you were in high school.”


  London smiled tolerantly. Adam had been her high school sweetheart. She knew he’d loved her, but in the kind of puppy-love, fantasy way. “You had young eyes then, Adam. I’m afraid you always saw me as more than I was. I don’t think anyone could ever measure up to that teenage boy ideal.”


  “I disagree,” Adam said easily. “Clearly, you haven’t looked in the mirror lately. I said I expected you to be just as beautiful. I didn’t expect you to be more.”


  London laughed outright. “You flatterer! You must have taken a few lessons in charm since you asked me to the prom. I don’t remember you being so smooth!”


  Adam grinned, showing a vision of the boy London once knew, but growing up had only done good things for him. His brown hair neatly waved across the top of his forehead above those amber-colored eyes. The planes of his face were strong but not rugged, handsome yet refined. He wore a suit that fit his lean body well, and in many ways, he resembled that tall, lanky boy she’d fallen for over a dozen years ago.


  “I don’t recall a charm class in law school, but I probably picked it up along the way.”


  “I heard you were a lawyer,” London acknowledged. “I think our mothers keep up with each other. So, are you in Crossroads visiting?”


  “I live here,” Adam said. “I have law offices a few doors down from the bridal shop After law school, Murray Law here in town offered me a position. With the growth of Crossroads and the fact that Murray intended to retire in a couple years, it seemed like a good opportunity. I run the business myself now. You’ll have to look for the sign for Caldwell Law Offices.”


  How could she not have realized that Adam was still here in Crossroads? True, there were many years when she hadn’t returned home at all, but she thought her mom kept her pretty up to date about the happenings around town. However, admittedly, when her mom’s conversation inevitably shifted to insinuating that London should really choose a guy to settle down with and offering nominations on candidates for the role of husband, London tended to tune her out.


  “What about you?” he asked. “Are you here for Dallas’s wedding?”


  “I actually moved back about six weeks ago,” London explained. “I’m renting space from Rhonda for my fashion designing business.” London gestured in the general direction of her end of the shop.


  “Good for you!” Adam said brightly. “It’s great to see you following your dreams and starting a business. I hope you do well here. It’s often easier to be successful in a small town versus a place like Hollywood. Smaller pond and all that.”


  And there it was. The automatic assumption that London had moved back to Crossroads because she’d failed. In reality, she’d moved back because her business was successful enough that she could live wherever she wanted. Did no one in town realize she was a top designer? Did no one recognize her name as the designer of wedding dresses and gowns featured in magazines and on nationally televised award shows? Surely her mom had bragged just a little around town!


  Smiling tolerantly, London moved on from small talk, “So how can I—”


  “Adam!” Rhonda greeted enthusiastically as she bustled through the front door. “I’m so glad I caught you!”


  “Here are the papers you requested,” Adam said, extending a manila folder to Rhonda. “The renter’s agreement and terms and conditions should all be there. I just didn’t realize your tenant was London!”


  “You two know each other?” Rhonda asked, warily looking from one to the other.


  “Oh, yes! We graduated high school together,” Adam supplied.


  “Papers?” London questioned, wanting to skip any further explanation of their relationship.


  “We asked Adam to draw up a formal rental agreement for you to sign,” Rhonda explained. “It’s just putting in writing what we’ve already discussed. Of course, I didn’t think it necessary, but Mr. Snow insisted. You know how he is.”


  “I don’t mind signing at all,” London said. She actually preferred it that way. She liked business dealings to be formal and spelled out. Extending her hand to accept the folder, she offered. “I’ll look over the papers and sign them tonight. Then I’ll get them back to you tomorrow. Will that be okay?”


  “No hurry,” Rhonda said easily, drawing the folder closer to herself. “Let me just look over it first, and I’ll give it to you in just a bit. It’s just a formality, of course.”


  She turned and told Adam warmly, “Thank you for drawing those up. Can you stay a while? I know TeraLyn should be here shortly. I’m sure she’d like to see you.” Her carefully drawn-in eyebrows pumped up and down suggestively.


  “I’m sorry, I’ve got to get back to the office,” Adam said, taking a step back and looking at his watch as if suddenly short on time.


  The phone rang. With a reluctant goodbye, Rhonda hurried to answer it.


  Instead of retreating for the door, Adam turned back and casually asked London. “Hey, London, how would you feel about going out and catching up sometime?”


  London blinked, momentarily startled by the unexpected invitation. As her mind scrambled to keep up, she heard her voice responding. “That sounds like fun!”


  What is this? Is this a date? Is it just old friends meeting?


  “Great! Are you free tomorrow night?”


  London breathed a sigh of relief. “No, I’m sorry,” she replied honestly. “My weekend is booked with Dallas’s wedding. We might need to get together some other time.”


  On the one hand, London hoped he’d accept the vague “maybe someday” answer. Adam Caldwell was a good guy, but London’s heart still felt so bruised from last year that she hated to risk hurting him.


  On the other hand, she felt a tingling of excitement at the idea that maybe his offer included more than a friendly catch-up session between friends. After all, they had been more than friends before, and London’s memory was good enough to clearly recall how Adam had made her feel in high school. This adult Adam seemed even more qualified to set a woman’s heart racing, and that thought alone was enough to terrify her.


  “What about tonight?” he suggested. “We could grab some dinner when I’m done with work. Maybe about 5:30?”


  London found herself nodding and smiling. “I’d like that.”


  “Great!” Adam beamed. “Where should I pick you up?”


  “How about the same place as usual—my parents’ house?” she said with humor. “I’m headed over there to help with some wedding preparations.”


  Adam laughed. “Sounds good. It’s been a while, but I know the way. I’ll see you at 5:30.”


  When Adam turned and headed toward the door, London caught sight of Rhonda standing by the cash register. She was no longer talking on the phone, and her face shone bright red and upset.


  What’s wrong? London thought in alarm. Was the phone call bad news?


  As Adam reached the front door, it opened, and TeraLyn Snow walked into the store.


  “Oh, hi, Adam,” she said in surprise.


  “Hi, TeraLyn,” Adam answered, shuffling around her while trying to make it out the door. “I was just dropping off some papers for your mom. Good to see you!” Having managed a successful maneuver, Adam hurried out the door as TeraLyn looked after him, her expression almost forlorn.


  “TeraLyn, dear, I need you to go clean out the dressing rooms and hang the gowns back up on the racks where they belong,” Rhonda immediately instructed.


  Before TeraLyn could respond or London could greet the young woman, Rhonda turned to London and said brusquely, “I need to speak with you privately.”


  “Is something wrong?” London asked in concern. “Was it the phone call?”


  Rhonda didn’t say anything but led the way back to London’s side of the store. Only when she positioned herself behind the display did she whirl back around and choke out. “London, dear, are you aware that Adam is TeraLyn’s boyfriend?”


  Alarm shot the length of London’s spine. “No, I had no idea. I haven’t seen Adam in years and didn’t even know he still lived here.”


  Rhonda nodded. “I was afraid of that. And now you’re going out with him, and I’m just so concerned about my TeraLyn!”


  “I don’t know that Adam and I are going on a date,” London clarified. “I think he just wanted to catch up. I can explain that to TeraLyn.”


  Rhonda waved away her suggestion as if it were an annoying gnat. “No, I think maybe it would be better if you just canceled. It hasn’t been very long since Adam and TeraLyn broke up. I think him eating dinner with anyone would just be too upsetting for my poor TeraLyn.”


  “So, he’s her ex-boyfriend, not her current one?” London asked cautiously, wondering at what kernel of truth lay beneath Rhonda’s drama.


  “It really is just a tiff,” Rhonda said briskly, brushing at an imaginary speck of dust on a nearby shelf. “I’m sure they’ll be back together in another week.”


  London paused, trying to make sense of the situation, but not really getting anywhere. Finally, she managed. “I think I’ll keep our dinner plans for now and talk to TeraLyn. Thanks for the heads up, I didn’t know she and Adam had dated, and I certainly wouldn’t want to hurt her in any way.”


  “Hmmph… well, it’s not just TeraLyn I’m concerned about.” Rhonda said, obviously not yet satisfied with London’s response. “I’m concerned about you as well. Your mom told me about the bad breakup you had last year. She was really worried about you. Wasn’t your boyfriend someone you met in Hollywood, like a set janitor or prop guy or something?”


  “Something like that,” London conceded dryly, trying to conserve her patience in a reservoir that was beginning to run low.


  “Well, I’m just not sure you’re ready to start something new after such heartbreak.” Rhonda’s brown eyes were warm and caring. “I don’t want you to get hurt, dear.”


  London took a deep breath and responded quietly. “As far as I know, having dinner with someone doesn’t necessarily carry the label of ‘date’ with it. In which case, you’ve wasted a lot of worry. On the flip side, if it is a date, it certainly won’t be ‘starting anything new.’ Adam was my boyfriend in high school. Regardless of whether there is a continuation of anything romantic, I would like to talk and see what he’s like past age 18.”


  Rhonda sighed dramatically. “I can see you’re going to stretch my prayers to the limit, my dear.”


  London smiled. “I’ll take prayers over worry any day!”


  Rhonda still didn’t seem satisfied, but London ignored her and came out from behind the display to get to work. Sighing every few seconds, Rhonda eventually wandered over to her own side to help TeraLyn, but it wasn’t until customers arrived and Rhonda became busy putting on the charm that London felt any relief from Rhonda’s disapproval.


  Right before London left for the day, she finally saw her chance to talk to TeraLyn. While occupied with a client who seemed intent on auditioning every dress in the store, Rhonda didn’t notice London call her daughter over to her work table.


  Not knowing how long she had until Rhonda’s all-seeing eyes combined with her exceptional eavesdropping talent, London spoke quickly and to the point. “TeraLyn, your mom mentioned that you and Adam Caldwell are dating, or were dating recently. She was a little vague on the timing.”


  TeraLyn shut her eyes briefly and sighed. “I’m sorry. Mom wishes we were still dating, but we aren’t. Adam and I broke up several months ago, and Mom can’t seem to get over it. You can’t always tell the difference between reality and what Mom wishes were reality.”


  “Adam asked me to dinner,” London said honestly, watching TeraLyn carefully for a reaction. “Your mom is worried that knowing Adam is going out with another woman—in particular, me, would hurt you. I tried to tell her that going to dinner didn’t necessarily signal anything romantic, but she’s just concerned for you.”


  TeraLyn shook her head. “It’s always because she’s ‘concerned,’” she muttered. Then to London, she spoke clearly. “Adam is doing nothing wrong by asking you out. I already knew you two dated in high school, and I think you both deserve to go out and have a good time. I don’t begrudge it at all, and I would like to see Adam move on. He’s a great guy.”


  “So, it wouldn’t hurt you for me to date him?” London clarified. She didn’t want any gray area remaining.


  TeraLyn smiled sadly. “I don’t have the right to feel hurt. After all, I’m the one who broke up with him.”


  London startled, looking at the young woman carefully. There was so much that TeraLyn was not saying. Not only about her relationship with Adam, but about her life in general. She was quiet and, in many ways, the opposite of her mother. London wondered what lay beneath the calm exterior she presented to the world. Was she happy working here with her mom? What did she want out of life?


  Yet, London didn’t feel close enough to her to ask for more personal information. With her perpetual aura of sadness still in place, TeraLyn said she hoped London had a nice time with Adam tonight and retreated back to finish her work in the dressing rooms.


  London watched TeraLyn try to avoid her mother’s line of vision, choosing a zigzagging path to get back to the other side without being delegated to do something else.


  While relieved that TeraLyn wasn’t hurt by the idea of her going out with Adam, London still felt mixed feelings. She didn’t know how to think or feel about Adam. She’d wanted to come home and return to the way of life and values she’d once held dear. After searching the world, even in the literal sense, she’d found that nothing quite compared to her memory of home. But did that include Adam Caldwell?


  Now, she had the way clear to resurrect the past and not just in her faith and lifestyle. At one time, she’d thought Adam was the one she’d one day meet at the end of the aisle. Could that still be a possibility, even after all this time?
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  “I wish you’d let me take you to a restaurant in Brighton Falls,” Adam said, holding the door open for London to pass through to exit into the bright sunlight.


  Adam had picked her up at her parents’ house promptly at 5:30, and they had enjoyed dinner at the local Mexican restaurant in Crossroads. While Adam had wanted to take her to a fancy dinner in Brighton Falls, London simply didn’t have the energy. The next few days promised to be exhausting, and adding the bustle and added pressure of an upscale restaurant in the city just seemed too much when she really wanted somewhere casual to catch up with an old friend.


  Thankfully, she’d gotten exactly what she’d wanted, and dinner passed quickly with none of the awkwardness she’d been concerned about. London thoroughly enjoyed conversing with Adam and liked the way he’d grown up on the inside as well as the out.


  “I enjoyed dinner here!” London insisted as they walked through the parking lot. “I’ve had Mexican food from all over, even in Mexico, and La Bonita Sombrero is right up there with my favorites. Besides, I wasn’t in the mood for the drive over to the city to eat at a restaurant I may not even like as much.”


  Adam opened the passenger’s side door of his BMW for her to slide inside. Then he leaned against the door casually and cocked an eyebrow, looking down at her. “That just means I’ll need to take you out again so we can explore Brighton Falls. You aren’t yet familiar with all it has to offer. The city has come a long way since we were kids. The social opportunities and variety of food is amazing. I’ve even considered moving there, not just for the food, of course.”


  London waited until he’d shut her door and come around to slide into his seat before responding. “You’d leave Crossroads?”


  “Absolutely. I enjoyed my time away when I was in college and law school. I only returned because I couldn’t resist the offer to take over a firm and call it my own, but I never intended to stay here forever. Crossroads is my hometown, but it isn’t my destination. It has always been a stepping stone to my next step.”


  “You really have changed since high school,” London said, eyeing him thoughtfully. “I always thought you intended to be a lifelong Crossroads resident.”


  “I’m not the same guy I was then, London.” He sidled a speculative look her way and grinned. “I challenge you to conduct a thorough investigation of all of those changes. Of course, that may require a few more dates. Possibly to Brighton Falls.”


  London laughed and marveled at the unfamiliar sound. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d laughed, truly laughed. It had been at least a year, and tonight it felt as if the sun may be thinking about peeking through the cloud cover of a seemingly endless storm.


  “You win, Adam,” she declared, lifting her hands up in surrender. “I’d love to go out with you again, and I’ll even venture as far as Brighton Falls!”


  The second Adam pulled into her parents’ driveway and turned off the engine, London felt an overwhelming sense of déjà vu. How many times had Adam brought her home?


  “Are you sure you don’t want to catch a movie or something?” Adam asked hopefully. “It’s still early.”


  “Thanks, but I need to help with the wedding preparations. But I had a really nice time tonight,” she added.


  Adam looked over and smiled. “I did, too.”


  He got out and hurried around the car to open her door, but London opened it first. They started to walk to the front door when Adam suddenly pulled her back in front of the garage, out of sight of the front door and windows.


  He glanced over, making sure they were hidden from view and turned to her with eyes dancing. “It’s been years, but I seem to remember multiple pairs of curious eyes hoping for a show whenever I brought you home.”


  London laughed and leaned back against the garage door beside him. “You learned your lesson well. We spent many nights saying goodbye right here!”


  “Yes, we did.”


  It all felt so familiar. The hard garage door at her back. The gleam in Adam’s eyes. The tension that seemed to draw them together. If she blinked, time could rewind over a decade, and she may not even realize it. She even knew how his lips would feel as they touched hers. If she closed her eyes, she could feel their warmth and taste the salty caress that still lived vividly in her memory. She could exactly predict the cadence of her heartbeat. She knew exactly how long the kiss would last and every subtle movement from start to finish. It was a script she’d rehearsed many times before.


  It was a pleasant scene, and she’d often thought of Adam over the years, remembering him with fondness, even remembering the giddy excitement of experiencing a first love.


  Adam leaned close. She knew he would kiss her. She wasn’t the type to kiss on the first date, but this wasn’t really the first date, was it?


  Yet, as his lips poised over hers and beckoned her, pausing just an instant before contact, London hesitated. Did she want time to roll back? Those memories and feelings belonged to the London from long ago. Did she want to reclaim them for today’s London?


  Despite the fact that she liked him. Despite the wonderful memories and the way Adam still made her feel. Something gave her pause.


  With a slight intake of breath, she pulled a centimeter away. Then she stood on her tiptoes and kissed Adam’s warm cheek instead.


  One side of Adam’s mouth quirked upward. “That wasn’t what I was going for,” he said honestly.


  “I know,” London replied with amusement. “But it’s all you’ll get tonight.”


  Adam nodded in acceptance. “Understood. Just be aware that I’m a persistent kind of guy. I don’t give up easily.”


  “I remember that very well,” London granted.


  “As long as you don’t take off again for parts unknown, maybe that persistence might pay off this time,” he remarked casually. “It’s rather difficult for an 18-year-old college student to keep trying long distance.”


  And there it was.


  London didn’t respond immediately, feeling and understanding the tension of what he wasn’t saying. She’d broken his heart. She’d known at the time that he hadn’t wanted to let her go. She’d also known that if she hadn’t left, he wouldn’t have given up. That’s why she’d waited until the very last minute, breaking up with him firmly and decisively the night before she left for college in California. She’d then blocked his number and hadn’t spoken to him until today.


  Now she recognized the immaturity in how she’d handled things, and she wouldn’t behave the same way today. She’d hurt him. Even now, her words to him that night haunted her. She’d been shallow and harsh, choosing to simply say she didn’t want a long-distance relationship, instead of revealing any true, deeper reasons for the breakup.


  But, with as much regret as she had, she still couldn’t kiss him tonight. Not yet.


  “I’m not leaving, Adam,” London said honestly. “I’ve had my fill of the rest of the world. I wanted to come home, and I intend to stay.”


  Adam smiled, took her hand, and led her up the sidewalk to the front door. “Well, then, I know you aren’t free tomorrow night, but what about having lunch with me tomorrow?”


  “Why not?” London replied easily. “Apparently we are work neighbors. We might as well get a sandwich together.”


  “Ok, I’ll drop by tomorrow around noon.” Less than a second after he uttered the words, a cloud of apprehension scuttled across his face. “On second thought, maybe I’ll just text you.”


  “Of course,” London said knowingly. “I’d be scared of Rhonda Snow, too.”


  Adam laughed and gave her a quick, chaste hug. “You’re good for me, London. I hope I can be even half as good for you.”


  Turning around, he walked back down the sidewalk to his car. “See you tomorrow,” he called with a wave, though he didn’t turn back around.


  London waited, watching Adam pull out of the driveway and disappear down the street.


  Sighing, she turned to open the door to her parents’ house, fully expecting to be grilled by her siblings who’d surely taken time out of the wedding preparations to spy on her arrival.


  Maybe Adam was right. Though some things were the same as in high school, maybe the end result would be different. Was it even possible that the one she’d been looking for was the guy she’d left at home when she was eighteen?
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  London wearily inserted the key into the lock of her apartment’s front door. It was late. They’d folded all the napkins and prepped the decorations for the wedding, though much work still needed to be done. They’d finally called it a night, and London promised to come back after work tomorrow to help with everything else, which most likely included staying up all night to play the part of Brooke’s floral assistant in assembling the flowers.


  The door squeaked as it opened. Before stepping inside, London reached in and flipped the light switch.


  “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to make it home tonight!” a voice said casually.


  London startled, jumping back against the wall and letting out a little yelp of surprise.


  Sucking in a mighty breath of air, her senses recovered enough to recognize her sister, Sydney, seated on an overstuffed chair with her feet drawn up under her and the dim reading lamp on beside her.


  “Sydney, I’ve told you not to do that!” London sputtered. “It's not fair to startle me!”


  “Why are you startled?” Sydney asked, bemused, and obviously enjoying London’s reaction. “Who else would you unexpectedly expect to be inside your locked apartment?”


  “It’s the ‘unexpectedly expect’ part,” London grumbled, setting her purse on the counter and heading to the living area where Sydney stayed seated. “Is it really that inconvenient to call and say, “Hey, sis, I’m coming into town. Can I stay with you this weekend?”


  “I thought it would be obvious. I wasn’t about to miss Dallas’s wedding, and of course, I intended to stay with you.”


  London sighed. “You’re right, I guess I should know better by now. You never call. You just show up. And not having a key to my apartment has never stopped you from getting inside before.”


  London looked at the face that was a mirror image of her own and smiled suddenly. “I’m glad you came, Sydney.” She reached out and wrapped her arms around her sister in a hug.


  “I do enjoy the look on your face when I startle you,” Sydney admitted. “But I can’t really help the advanced notice thing. I never know exactly when I will arrive, and it’s better not to advertise my plans.”


  London knew that Sydney worked for some government agency, but she didn’t know any of the details and likely never would. Sydney was very closed mouth about what she did, and London had learned to just accept things as they were and to never push Sydney to confide anything. It still bothered her, though. After all, she and Sydney were identical twins and had shared everything growing up. To not feel that closeness left a big hole in London’s life, and though Sydney had never admitted it, London suspected her sister felt it, too.


  Drawing away, London said thoughtfully. “Maybe we can develop a code for when you’re in town. That way, you can text me the code, and I won’t freak when I open my locked apartment to find you waiting.”


  Sydney sighed. “I guess, but that won’t be nearly as fun.”


  “I could also give you a key, you know.”


  Sydney shrugged. “That’s not really necessary.”


  London sighed. London had moved into this apartment six weeks ago. Sydney had never been here, nor had London ever given her any address for her new place. Yet here she was, inside the locked apartment and acting as comfortable as if she’d lived here for years. Sometimes London wondered why she even bothered telling Sydney anything, especially when she probably already knew everything there was to know about London’s life.


  “Have you eaten?” London asked, glancing at the clean kitchen.


  “Yes, I already raided your refrigerator, but you didn’t have much. You need to go to the store.”


  “I would have if I’d known you were staying with me. Mom didn’t know if you’d get off work for the wedding or not. You know you could have come by Mom and Dad’s and helped with the wedding prep. She made dinner for everyone.”


  “Why would I want to do that?” Sydney asked teasingly. “They’ll make me help tomorrow as soon as they figure out I’m in town. Brooke better not ask me to help with the flowers. I’m afraid I’ll kill them with a single touch.”


  London shook her head, not believing the bravado for an instant. “Come on, Sydney. We have the same genes. You have some kind of crafty, artistic talent in there. It’s just so buried you can’t find it yet. Maybe helping with the flowers will let your talent finally ‘blossom.’”


  Sydney tossed a pillow at London. Laughing, London barely managed to make a dive for the couch as the pillow flew by.


  “And you have some serious, yet unrealized super spy talent. Maybe I should help you tap into that!” Sydney retaliated.


  “Ummm… no, thank you. On second thought, why don’t we each stick to our chosen fields? I’ll let you handle the super spy/danger stuff, and I’ll handle the artsy flowers and wedding dresses.”


  While London stayed flopped on the couch, Sydney headed to the kitchen, though London had no idea what she hoped to find there. Going to the store ranked on the same priority list as decorating her shop and unpacking her apartment. Boxes still stood stacked in every corner while the apartment functioned with the bare essentials. London thought it would likely shock people that such a creative, successful designer made her home in such a stark environment, especially when she could easily afford a larger place decorated to look fit for a magazine. Instead, her apartment looked inhabited by a pauper, and she suspected she wouldn’t actually open those boxes until summer departed for the year. Her to-do list stayed too long, and if given the choice of designing a gown and decorating her apartment, London would always choose her work.


  A few minutes later, Sydney showed back up with two bowls of ice cream, and London realized that her sister must have made a run to the store herself. She wordlessly handed a bowl to London as if she was the hostess and London was visiting her apartment instead of the other way around.


  London accepted the bowl, loving how her sister always seemed comfortable wherever she found London. It was as if wherever London might live was home to Sydney, and Sydney always made herself at home as if the two were forever roommates. London liked it that way. In fact, in every home she’d ever rented as an adult, she’d always insisted on two bedrooms—one for her, one for whenever Sydney showed up. She honestly didn’t know if Sydney had a home other than the one with London. London had never visited Sydney anywhere. Though they never talked about it directly, London knew Sydney understood that one of the bedrooms was hers. Sometimes when London went to pay her rent, she was informed that it had already been paid for the month, and London knew it was Sydney paying her share.


  Sydney sat back in the chair across from London, curling her feet up under her again. “So, Adam Caldwell, huh?” she asked, wiggling her eyebrows suggestively.


  London rolled her eyes. “I’d tell you to mind your own business, but you never do. Wouldn’t it be easier to just talk to me about what’s going on in my life rather than spy on me?”


  “Who said I spy on you?” Sydney asked, her tone hurt.


  “How else do you always know what’s going on in my life? For goodness sake, Sydney, I just ran into Adam today, and we went out this evening. I never get to tell you anything you don’t already know about me!”


  London watched a myriad of emotions play across Sydney’s face. For a moment, she felt sure Sydney would brush off London’s irritation with her the same teasing humor she normally did. After all, this wasn’t the first time Sydney admitted to knowing more than she should about London’s life. And this wasn’t the first time London had been irked. It was one thing to keep an eye on your twin sister. It was another thing to have no privacy and be constantly spied on, which was apparently what Sydney liked to do.


  Sydney took a bite of cookies and cream ice cream and paused thoughtfully with the spoon in her mouth. Finally, she set the spoon back in the bowl and set the bowl on the coffee table between them. Then she untucked her feet and leaned forward.


  With utmost seriousness, she explained, “I’m sorry, London. I really am. I know it can’t be fun to feel like you’re always being watched. I can try to be more subtle about what I know and not ask you about things I probably shouldn’t already know, but that would seem fake on my part. You’re the only person in my life that I don’t pretend around. So, yes, I keep an eye on you. I won’t say how, and I can’t promise that I’ll stop. In fact, I promise that I won’t. I have a dangerous job. Though I’ve taken pains to keep anonymous with things I do, I have made enemies. Worse, God made another person who has the same face as I do. I try to look different, but no matter what I do to my hair or my makeup, or whatever, I still look in the mirror and recognize your face. I will watch you, but it has nothing to do with you. It’s everything to do with me. I want to keep you safe from the world I live in.”


  London swallowed and said brightly, “So, yes. Adam Caldwell.”


  As disconcerting it was to know that she was being watched, it was worse to ponder the alternative. Though it bothered her to not know much about her twin’s life or what she did, at times like this, she realized she didn’t want to know. Deep down, she feared she already knew too much.


  Readily accepting London’s offer to close the more serious subject in favor of the lighter one, Sydney asked brightly. “Do you think it could be serious?”


  London shrugged restlessly. “How could it be serious after just one date?”


  “Well, it isn’t just one date. You have an entire history. If I recall, you don’t even have that much baggage to avoid. Your relationship ended when you moved away.”


  London nodded thoughtfully. “I do regret how I handled the breakup. It didn’t make for a shining example of my maturity. Adam was my high school sweetheart. In many ways, he was my first love.”


  “I didn’t know there were ‘many ways’ to be a first love,” Sydney answered skeptically. “Did you love him or not?”


  “Well, he was my first boyfriend. The first guy I dated that I actually liked.”


  “But did you love him?”


  London frowned irritably. “I don’t know, and I don’t know that it matters now whether I did or not. The important thing is what I feel about him now.”


  “So, do you love him now?”


  “Alright, Syd!” London said, raising her hands in surrender. “I give! Can we take a break from the interrogation?”


  Sydney winced. “Sorry. You seemed confused about Adam, and I was trying to help you better recognize how you feel about him.”


  “‘Recognize,’” London repeated. “Does that mean that you think you already know how I feel and are simply trying to lead me to the light?”


  Instead of answering her question, Sydney asked her own. “Do you remember why you broke up with him?”


  “Yes. I was leaving Crossroads. I didn’t want a long-distance relationship.”


  Sydney smiled tolerantly. “It was more than that. I certainly remember. Don’t you?”


  London felt ashamed because, truthfully, she remembered exactly why she’d broken up with him, and apparently so did Sydney. “I didn’t want a small-town guy,” she admitted. “Adam wasn’t going anywhere. He was born and raised in Crossroads and didn’t seem to feel any desire to leave. His college plans included living at home while he commuted to the university in Brighton Falls. I wanted more than just to marry a Crossroads guy and live the rest of my days in this microcosm. I wanted more than Adam Caldwell.”


  “You didn’t love him, London,” Sydney decreed softly. “If you did, you wouldn’t have left him so easily. You cared about him, but it wasn’t the deep, once-in-a-lifetime love. When you love someone in that way, it doesn’t matter what he does, it matters who he is. Adam is a great guy, but he wasn’t the one for you.”


  “Then. He wasn’t the one then,” London added. “I may not have loved him then, but that doesn’t mean I can’t fall in love with him now. I’ve changed. I’ve had my adventures and seen the world. Now I can’t imagine a better dream than staying here in Crossroads and finding a local guy to marry and live the small-town life.”


  “Don’t get me wrong, London. I’m thrilled you’re back in Crossroads. You are much easier to keep track of here than in LA, but you’re still talking about the outward circumstances. Your ideal has changed, at least in your desire for what your guy does. Now you want a guy who will stay. But that doesn’t change that you didn’t love who Adam was. I still maintain that it shouldn’t matter if a guy is a hometown guy or a frequent flyer to every exotic place on the globe. It does matter if you love him.”


  London’s brow creased. “I understand what you’re saying, but just because I didn’t love him then, doesn’t mean I couldn’t now. As you said, he’s a great guy. On paper, he’s a perfect match. I don’t understand why you seem so opposed. You always liked Adam. Now you seem to be saying that I will never love him, and there’s no sense wasting my time.”


  Sydney sighed and leaned back against the couch. “I’m not saying that. I just want you to go into it with your eyes open to how you truly feel. You need to also be aware that while you didn’t love him, he was, and still is, very much in love with you. If you think you can love him, then go for it. But, if you don’t feel any different about him after a few dates, don’t get yourself in too deep, for his sake. End it before you find yourself engaged to someone you don’t truly love and who you risk hurting even more than you did as a teen.”


  “Thanks for the advice, Sydney. I will take it to heart, but I’m curious.” London openly studied her sister. “Has something changed? When did you become an expert at love? Do you have a special guy in your life that I don’t know about?”


  Sydney’s expression immediately withdrew, and she stood to gather the bowls and take them to the sink. “No. I mean, not really. I mean, there was this one guy last Christmas, but I haven’t seen him since. The nature of my job makes a relationship almost impossible, and this particular one, probably more so.”


  London stood with Sydney, unwilling to let her escape that easily. “Last Christmas?” she asked thoughtfully. “As in Christmas Eve?”


  Sydney looked surprised. “Well, yes. How did you know? I met him at a Christmas party for work. It was one of those white elephant Christmas parties.”


  “Was there anything dangerous involved in this Christmas party?”


  Sydney suddenly looked very wary. “No, nothing dangerous.”


  She was lying. Sydney was a very good liar, and though London could read her better than most, there were times even London couldn’t tell if she was telling the truth. This time, however, London had her disconcerted, making her usual façade slip just a little and revealing that London had her cornered.


  “So, there was nothing dangerous,” London scoffed. “Just like there was nothing dangerous on March 15 of last year. Or on September 10 two years ago. Or there was a really bad one five years ago, but it was over several days. Let me see, what were those dates?”


  “Stop,” Sydney said firmly, her face deathly pale. “London, how do you…? London, you can’t possibly know those dates.”


  At the stark fear shining from the eyes exactly like her own, London suddenly needed to sit down. I shouldn’t have said anything! I never have before. Why did I say anything now?


  Perching on the arm of the couch, she answered honestly. “It’s the twin thing, Sydney. Did you think it stopped working when we grew up?”


  As long as London could remember, she and Sydney would feel things about each other. Mostly it happened when the other one was in trouble. A few times in high school, Sydney showed up out of the blue when London was at a dance or a party where she felt uncomfortable, and she returned the favor for Sydney. They’d talked about it, asking how the other knew they were needed. The answer was always that unsettled feeling in the pit of the stomach that said something wasn’t right.


  London sighed and confessed feelings that she’d tried to ignore for years. “Some nights I can’t sleep, and I know it’s because of you. There have been times that I’ve been a basket case for days, unable to sleep. But I have no idea where you are to come to your rescue. Last Christmas Eve was one of those nights when I was a nervous wreck. I don’t know what happened, but I know you were in danger, Sydney.”


  “Have you ever told anyone?” Sydney asked.


  “If I’m really desperate and can’t shake it, then I’ll call Dallas. I know he has some connections, so I ask him to check on you. He’s never followed up and told me what happened, but he at least takes me seriously. Sometimes he asks me questions about what I’m feeling, and he seems alarmed enough himself to check it out.”


  “Well, that explains a few things,” Sydney said softly.


  “Listen, London,” Sydney said with intensity. “I appreciate your concern, but you need to forget those dates. The facts that you have my face and know that certain dates are significant can put you in grave danger even if you don’t know what that significance is.”


  “I don’t think I can forget,” London answered truthfully. “I never purposely remember them, but what I felt was so intense that they stick in my mind. Sydney, I even have nightmares about those dates. The things I imagine are awful. I know it’s just my mind trying to deal with the worry and overwhelming feelings. None of those things in my dreams could actually have happened, but still.”


  Sydney gazed at her with a startling intensity. “London, I’m not going to ask you about what you dream. I think it’s better that way, but you’d probably better not ever tell anyone else about them either. Those dates are… significant. I’m sorry. I knew my job puts you at risk, but I’ve taken precautions. I didn’t realize you could possibly be put at greater risk because of me. I wish there were a way to turn off the twin thing.”


  “Don’t wish that!” London objected, appalled at the idea. “If I really do sense when you’re in danger, that’s a good thing. Sure, it isn’t so pleasant for me, but you seem to be in varying amounts of danger a lot. I don’t always call Dallas, but I always pray. Maybe sometimes Dallas can help you out, but even if he doesn’t, I’m confident that God is always able to help. The most difficult part is feeling helpless and not knowing where or how to come to your rescue, but I pray for God to rescue you instead. I’m sure He’s far more qualified anyway, and I’m just thankful that He allows me to have a part in helping you, even if it’s just through prayer.”


  “There’s no ‘just’ about it,” Sydney said quietly. “Thank you, London. Honestly, I’m glad to hear you talk like that. I admit that I was worried for a while that Hollywood had turned your head and that your faith may have taken a backseat.”


  “In a lot of ways, it did,” London admitted. “I never stopped believing, but God hasn’t been a priority. I guess I’m trying to come home in more than one way.”


  Sydney smiled sadly. “Sometimes, coming home is not always possible. It’s certainly difficult balancing my faith with my job, and most of the time, I feel like I do a lousy job of it. Even still, I know from the dates you mentioned, that God did answer your prayers for me in every instance. If He hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here.”


  “Does the twin thing not work for you anymore the way it still works for me?” London asked curiously.


  “No, it does,” Sydney assured. “I guess I assumed that since I kept so many things secret from you that your sixth sense about me wouldn’t extend to my job. It never occurred to me to wonder if you felt when I was in danger. Thankfully, you aren’t in danger much, but I still feel when you are deeply troubled or upset. That’s why I’m hesitant to believe that Adam Caldwell is the one for you.”


  “I don’t understand,” London said, not following her train of thought.


  “I clearly remember the pain you felt fourteen months ago. I felt it, London, and you’ve never experienced something like that before.”


  London locked eyes with her sister, realizing that there were actually fewer secrets between them than she realized.


  More than anything else Sydney said tonight, the mention of fourteen months ago pierced London’s heart most sharply.


  With an empathetic smile that revealed she understood way more than she should, Sydney reached out to wrap London in a hug. “I think it’s awfully difficult to fall in love with someone when you feel so deeply about someone else.”


  Disturbed by her sister’s words, London said goodnight, claiming she needed some rest for the busy next few days. Sydney claimed weariness as well, and they both headed to their bedrooms.


  After showering, changing into her pajamas, and brushing her teeth, London crawled into bed She didn’t pull the covers all the way up before she paused, her gaze drawn magnetically to the closet door. She was exhausted, but maybe one quick peek would settle her mind. And prove Sydney’s fears unfounded.


  She clambered out of bed and scurried to the closet. Pushing open the door, she quickly flipped the light switch, flooding the space with light that illuminated many garment bags hung neatly along the full rack at her right. The large walk-in closet was the primary reason she’d chosen this apartment. Months on a waiting list finally paid off, and in her mind, had been completely worth it. London couldn’t live in an apartment that didn’t have a closet spacious enough for her dresses.


  London immediately pulled the first dress in the long line off the rack and unzipped it from its confinement. Years had passed since she’d actually looked at this dress. As she pulled it out, memories filled her, and she smiled.


  Yes, she could definitely wear this wedding dress.


  It was a simple, country wedding dress, perfect for a small-town girl and the very first wedding dress she had made for herself. Of course, there had been many that followed. For every relationship London ever had, for every man she ever dated, she’d designed a wedding dress. She recognized it as a strange quirk, and it was rather embarrassing to admit she had a wedding dress for every date she’d ever had. She’d never told anyone about her eccentric hobby, not even Sydney, but that didn’t change the fact that a long line of at least a dozen dresses now graced the rack of her closet.


  She’d never in her life received a marriage proposal nor had any of her relationships ever warranted actually choosing a dress, but she was a wedding dress designer. Somehow creating a dress to fit the relationship defined it in her mind, and she was prepared that if she ever had the opportunity to say yes to a proposal, she had the yes to the dress already waiting.


  “The Adam” dress was a simple gown of satin with cap sleeves, a sashed waist, and a chiffon-overlaid skirt that fell gracefully to the floor but didn’t extend in a train. It was beautifully simple, with the most dramatic feature a keyhole back.


  This dress was one of the very first gowns London had designed, and she’d sewn it herself while still in high school. It amazed her that, even after all these years, the classic design remained viable and one she could be proud of. If she posted the dress as an option on her website tomorrow, it would be sold before the end of the day. However, London never sold any of her own wedding dresses. They all stayed safely hidden in her closet where no one but London knew of their existence.


  As she looked at “The Adam” now, she could imagine herself wearing the dress and walking down the aisle to meet him. Didn’t that mean that she was ready to fall in love?


  Happily content that she’d settled her own doubt and Sydney’s objections, London lovingly replaced the dress in its bag and stowed it back on the rack until the time when she’d pull it down to wear on her special day.


  Fully intending to turn out the light and crawl into bed without a second thought, her mind objected when her feet stopped, seemingly of their own accord, at the opposite end of the rack of dresses. Following the rebellion of her feet, her hand reached out and pulled the last dress off the rack, and her trembling fingers unzipped the back.


  Thankfully, she managed to control herself before removing the dress completely, but it was still visible within the fold of the bag. The sparkles blinked at her, and the delicate lace beckoned her touch. Yet she held back. She knew what lay inside. Even without opening it, she could fully picture the most stunning dress she’d ever created. While “The Adam” was simple, this one was pure glamour. She didn’t want to see it in person again. The peek of it in the bag was enough to make her heart ache.


  Quickly, she zipped the dress back up, replaced it on the rack, shut off the light in the closet, and firmly shut the door.


  The pain at the sight of the other dress didn’t matter. She liked “The Adam.” In a way, wasn’t it wonderfully romantic that the first dress she created might end up being the last one she wore for her wedding?


  Yes, Adam was the one. It didn’t matter what Sydney said. It didn’t matter how that other dress made her feel or that she seemed to battle a strange reluctance with Adam. She was simply feeling aftershocks from being hurt so badly before.


  She pulled up the covers, twisted the little knob to turn off the bedside lamp, and resolutely closed her eyes. Then, with great determination, she fixed in her mind an image of herself on her wedding day.


  Please dream of Adam, she begged herself.


  If only she could control her heart with the same resolve.
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  London laughed, the sound tinkling away on a slight, early summer breeze. They’d just finished their sandwiches at an outdoor table in front of a deli called The Crossroads Upper Crust, and London knew that she needed to get back to work soon.


  Unfortunately, at her laughter, Adam mistakenly assumed she simply appreciated his dramatic retelling of one of his fumbled, yet hilarious, first appearances in a courtroom. Her mirth only encouraged him, spreading his grin, and the attached mustard, across his face like a yellow mustache.


  This only made London laugh harder. Unable to speak past the giggles overcrowding her throat, she pointed to his face.


  Confusion clouded his brow, and he reached up, following the direction of her pointing. His palm hit the mustard squarely. At the wet sensation, his eyes grew wide, and he tried to rub it off with one swipe of the already-positioned palm. Unfortunately, this only succeeded in smearing the yellow in a long line from his cheek across his nose like a strip of caution tape.


  Not knowing if she could pull herself together enough to recover, London still attempted a rescue. Grabbing a napkin, she dabbed it in her water glass, leaned across the table, and held it up in a threatening manner. “Hold still!” she gasped out.


  Adam obediently froze, and London cleaned off his face with a hand still trembling in her attempts at laughter suppression.


  “Here I thought I was charming, now I know I’m just a dork!” Adam grumbled as London finished.


  “Who says dorks aren’t charming?” London quipped.


  Sydney is wrong. I am ready. I like him. I like him a lot. I know I could love him.


  Adam reached up and captured her hand in his, his gaze fixed on her with a warmth that made London want to shyly duck her head. “When can I see you again?”


  At the touch of his hand, a strange anxiety shot through her, chasing away her optimism from mere seconds ago.


  “You’ll be at the wedding tomorrow, right?” London asked, casually withdrawing her hand. “I thought I saw your name on the guest list.”


  Adam nodded. “I handled a lot of the legalities concerning Kate’s family antique business. I’ve worked with her grandfather for years, but with Kate taking over much of the business, I’ve had more opportunity to get to know her as well.”


  “Well, then, I’ll see you there. I knew of Kate when I was in high school. She was Brooke’s friend, but I never got to interact with her much until I moved back. I really like her, and I’m so happy for Dallas. I’ll see you at the wedding, and maybe we can make a plan then.”


  Adam nodded. “Thanks for doing lunch with me.”


  “It was fun!” London said, reaching across the round table to gather the trash together. “It was a good way to break up the day.”


  Adam put his hand over hers, stopping its movements. “London, I don’t intend to rush you, but I need to be clear.”


  His gaze sought hers and held, his eyes shining with an intensity that contrasted their warm coloring that today resembled caramel. “I don’t want just friendship from you. I also don’t want to simply take up from where we left off as teenagers. I don’t want puppy love or a downsized version of something deep and meaningful. I want the real thing with a goal of marriage, and I want to attempt that with you.”


  His words both touched and terrified London. She understood his desire for a real love and not a paltry facsimile. She wanted it, too. She wanted a lifetime with a best friend and partner she could share life’s tragedies and triumphs. She wanted to hold the hand of a man who had the same power to make her heart beat as fast at ninety years old as it did now.


  She just wasn’t sure that man was Adam. She wasn’t sure it wasn’t, but she couldn’t commit to anything more than “wait-and-see.”


  London looked down at their hands, feeling the warmth of his encompassing hers as she interrogated every butterfly fluttering through her stomach. Was this him? Was Adam the one she’d been searching for?


  “Adam, I don’t—”


  “London! There you are! I’ve been looking for you!”


  A man slid into the seat between London and Adam. If their round table was a clock with London and Adam at 12 and 6, then their visitor had just confiscated the 9:00 position.


  London gasped, yanking her hand from Adam and leaping from her seat.


  “Mason! What are you doing here!” she stammered, sure her eyes must be deceiving her.


  “I came to see you,” Mason replied, his blue eyes shining up at her in sincerity. “I found out where you worked, but when I checked at the bridal shop, the owner there told me that you came down here for lunch. Actually, it wasn’t the owner. I think it was the owner's daughter. The owner doesn’t seem well. When I walked in, she turned fire engine red and looked like she might pass out. The daughter said she was fine, but I thought she might be experiencing a stroke. Maybe you should check on her when you get back.”


  Before London could formulate a response, Mason turned to Adam and stuck out his hand. “Hi, I’m Mason Bryce,” he greeted, his tone friendly.


  “Mason Bryce,” Adam repeated skeptically. “As in the actor?”


  Mason shrugged. “I get that all the time. That guy’s totally over-rated.”


  London rolled her eyes. “Don’t listen to him. Of course, he’s the actor.”


  Adam shook the offered hand, though he hadn’t fully abandoned his skepticism. “Adam Caldwell. You know London?”


  “Yes, I do,” he said simply, offering no further explanation but standing once again to look at London directly.


  “Why are you here?” London asked, not bothering to conceal her hostility.


  “To talk to you,” Mason said quietly.


  “I don’t think I’m in the mood to talk to you,” London said flatly.


  “London, if you’re ready, I can walk you back to work,” Adam offered, coming to her side protectively while keeping watchful glare on Mason.


  London took a deep breath, thinking. She wanted to just walk away, but she knew Mason well enough to realize he would simply show up at another time until he got the satisfaction from whatever reason he’d come here. She also didn’t want a scene between Adam and Mason, and the slowly building tension mixing with animosity made her believe that to be a possibility.


  Deciding quickly, she turned to Adam. “I’m sorry, Adam. I need to let you get back to work. Why don’t I see what Mason wants? I’m sure that’s the quickest way to get rid of him.”


  Adam hesitated. “You’re obviously upset, London. I’m not comfortable leaving you with him.”


  “He’s harmless,” London reluctantly admitted. “We used to date. I haven’t seen him in over a year and didn’t expect to ever see him again. If I can talk to him for five minutes, hopefully, I can make that the reality.”


  Adam nodded. “Okay, but call me if you need anything.”


  “Don’t worry. If it turns out he makes me too angry, I just might need a lawyer. You’ll be my first call.”


  Adam’s mouth quirked in a smile. “Don’t worry. I’m a good lawyer. I’ll get you off for any and all crimes.” Adam turned to Mason and warned. “Be careful with her.”


  Mason’s breath came out in a half-laugh. “You have no idea.”


  Adam reluctantly walked away, and London stood and stared at Mason as if frozen, not saying a word.


  He seemed content to stare right back at her. But his gaze seemed to look past her face to search for something deeper, and it was disconcerting. He looked at her as if he were thirsty and she was his water.


  Unfortunately, under such a gaze, London couldn’t hide anything. All of the pain and anger from their breakup had only magnified the past year, and all of that vulnerability lay open for Mason to see.


  “You look good,” Mason choked out, his voice hoarse.


  “That’s a given for you as well,” London said stiffly. “You look exactly like the magazine covers I’ve seen lately.” And he truly did. The man needed no airbrushing. He was six feet three inches of achingly gorgeous man. With his wavy brown hair, electric blue eyes, and killer smile, it was no wonder women all over the world fawned over him. Adding the unshaven stubble of a few days’ growth only served to accentuate his appeal and force London to try to valiantly erect a strong wall of anger and intense dislike directed at every one of his oh-so-perfect features.


  “Can I walk you back to work?” Mason asked.


  “Depends on if you’ll do that and promise to leave afterward.”


  Mason shook his head, “No, I can’t promise that,” he replied honestly. “Please don’t make me. If I say that, then I might end up breaking that promise. I don’t want to lie to you.”


  “That’s a change,” London grumbled. After all, lying was the man’s specialty. Then she sighed, “Fine, Mason. But you only have until we get back to the bridal shop. Then your time is up.”


  They only made it a few paces before Mason asked, “Is that Caldwell guy your new boyfriend?”


  “You really want to waste your time on that question?” London asked.


  Mason turned his head her direction, and she felt him studying her. However, she refused to look his way.


  His footsteps slowed, and he asked quietly, “I’d rather waste my time finding out how you’ve been.”


  “Since we broke up?” London scoffed. “Good! I’ve been good since you’ve been out of my life. I’d ask you how you’ve been, but I kinda already know. At least, I keep track of you on the magazine covers when I pass them by grocery shopping. Seems like you’ve been doing well, too. What has it been? Taylor, Jennifer, Emma, and Megan?”


  Mason laughed incredulously, “London, you do know that 99.9% of what they report on those magazines are lies.”


  “Hmmm,” London remarked thoughtfully. “That’s still a better accuracy rate than I ever got from you. Everything that came past your lips was always 100% lies.”


  Mason groaned softly and touched her arm, drawing her to a stop. “London, obviously you’re still upset, but if you just give me a second to explain.”


  London turned on him, her eyes flashing fiercely. “No, I will not. You had plenty of time to ‘explain’ last year, but you never offered true explanations, only excuses. I don’t know why you came, but you might as well turn around and leave. Crossroads can’t possibly be your next filming location. No matter what you’re looking for, you won’t find it here. Leave, Mason, and don’t come back. I don’t want to see you ever again.”


  She watched pain sear through his expression, and she didn’t care. Mason was an accomplished actor, and she’d learned long ago that he was unreadable. Every muscle twitch, every emotion that played across his face could well be a carefully-executed lie. She didn’t believe any of it and had come to expect that the man possessed no genuine feelings. For him, all life was a show, and he played the part of the star.


  “London,” he breathed brokenly, extending his open hand out as if begging for even a crumb of her mercy.


  Before he could say anything further, London turned on her heel and walked away. “If you follow me, I’ll call the police,” she called over her shoulder. “I’m sure a Mason Bryce stalking charge would make for a very nice magazine cover.”


  Heart pounding painfully, London practically ran the rest of the way back to the shop. Never looking back once, she fled as if pursued by a villain of her worst nightmares.


  In a sense, she was. Mason Bryce had once been the hero of her fantasies, but for over a year now, he’d been consistently cast in her nightmares. No matter how she’d tried to evict him from her life and her mind, his fictitious self still remained. Now, when she thought she’d never see him again, he’d invaded her reality, terrifying her not because of who he was, but because of the way that, fourteen months later, the mere flesh and blood sight of him still made her feel.
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  “TeraLyn, can I ask you a question?” London asked, pausing on her way back to her side of the store.


  Rhonda was gone running errands, and the store was momentarily empty, providing a rare opportunity for London to speak to TeraLyn without her mother’s sensitive ears. Besides, right now, London didn’t want to be alone with her thoughts. She needed a distraction from Mason’s sudden appearance a few hours before, and TeraLyn provided a convenient possibility.


  “Sure,” TeraLyn answered, not pausing her movements hanging dresses back on racks.


  “Why did you and Adam breakup?” London asked, deciding to forgo any prelude and come right out and ask the question on her mind.


  TeraLyn froze, her hand suddenly stopping as it slid a hanger from one side of a rack to the other.


  “I’m sorry,” London rushed to amend. “I know it’s personal and not really any of my business, but you mentioned before that you broke up with him. I am curious. If you don’t feel like talking about it, I understand.”


  “No, it’s fine,” TeraLyn said, drawing her hands down and turning to face London directly. “Adam is a great guy, almost too great. At least for me. He’s has a lot of goals and is very motivated to achieve them. I just didn’t feel like I fit into the picture of what he wants. I think he’ll be a big shot lawyer in a big city soon. I can’t really picture myself as the wife of someone like that, and I didn’t feel it fair to him to pretend we could have a future.”


  London studied TeraLyn’s downturned face. Her dark brown hair was pulled away from her face, revealing porcelain skin. Though she wasn’t beautiful, she was pretty, delicate, and the type of girl any man should be proud to call his.


  “TeraLyn, are you sure you’re not selling yourself short? What makes you think you couldn’t be a good wife for a prominent lawyer? Were you just not in love with him?”


  “I don’t know if I loved him or not,” TeraLyn replied, her lower lip trembling. “I think I was too scared to let myself feel too much for him. We only dated for about six months, but it was clear to me from the beginning that Adam is meant for more than just Crossroads, whereas I am just a small-town girl.”


  “I think you do yourself a disservice, TeraLyn.” London wished she could ease the tension around the other woman’s features and make her see how the world saw her. “You are far more capable than you realize. Did Adam actually tell you he was leaving Crossroads? Maybe you just assumed too much.”


  “No,” TeraLyn admitted, “but Adam talks about his dream of leaving Crossroads for a partnership in a big firm. He’s said this was only ever a stepping stone for him.”


  “That’s rather ironic,” London laughed. “The reason I broke up with him years ago was because I thought him unmotivated to do anything but stay in Crossroads. Now, you broke up with him because he’s motivated to leave!”


  Humor lit TeraLyn’s soft, brown eyes. “That’s funny, in a sad kind of way. I guess people change. Maybe things will work out for you now since your original objection no longer exists. Adam wants considerably more than Crossroads.”


  Somehow, that didn’t make London feel as good as it should. It should make her excited to know that Adam had changed into exactly what she had wanted years ago, but it disturbed her instead.


  “What about you, TeraLyn? You’ve talked about Adam’s motivation and what he wants, but what about you?”


  “I don’t know,” TeraLyn said, smiling sadly. “That’s part of the problem. I don’t know what I want. I just know what I’m not. I’m not who Adam wants me to be. Realistically, I’ll probably take over the bridal shop in a few years. Mom has already talked about retiring early and passing the business to me.”


  “Is that what you want?” London asked, noting that TeraLyn turned back to grab a few more dresses, her movements slow and labored. Did she really want to continue doing something that seemed to bore her so much? “I know Rhonda mentioned you were taking classes. What are you studying?”


  Alarm shot through TeraLyn’s gaze, and she turned to hurriedly string up more dresses, her movements shifting from bored to frenzied. “I’m just taking a few classes here and there. Nothing major.”


  She is hiding something. “TeraLyn, what are you studying? What are the classes you are taking?” London pushed.


  TeraLyn sighed and paused. Looking around the shop nervously, she admitted quietly. “Well, I’ve taken a few event planning courses. Mom doesn’t think they’re useful since we just deal with dresses, but I thought they might come in handy.”


  London paused thoughtfully, putting a few puzzle pieces together. “TeraLyn, do you want to be a wedding planner?”


  At the surprise that lit her face, London knew she’d just hit the nail on the head.


  “I’ve thought about it,” she replied, a flicker of excitement deep in her gaze. “But Mom is opposed. She wants to deal with wedding dresses, but not the other aspects. She says making a business too wide is a good way to put it out of business. Sticking with wedding dresses and doing them well is probably the smart thing to do.”


  “But is that what you want to do?” London asked.


  “You don’t always get what you want.” TeraLyn turned her back, her movements once again hurried and busy. “I wish you and Adam the best. I truly do. I think you’re exactly what he’s looking for. I want him to be happy. If you’ll excuse me, I do need to get these dresses restocked before Mom shows up and thinks I haven’t been working.”


  Obviously, the conversation was over.


  London thanked her for the chat and returned to her side of the store, but she couldn’t shake her feeling of unease. It seemed that everything about today was destined to disturb her in some way. As if feeling conflicted about her feelings for Adam wasn’t enough, Mason Bryce showed up out of the blue, and now she felt this strange, almost protective concern for TeraLyn. The young woman seemed defeated before she’d even made an attempt to follow her dreams, and London couldn’t handle the thought of the poor girl staying here miserable in the shop year after year, firmly stuck beneath her mother’s ample thumb.


  “Hello!” Rhonda called brightly, the ample thumb arriving with the rest of the woman attached. “Has my 3:00 shown up yet?”


  “No, she hasn’t,” TeraLyn replied. “I prepped all of the dresses you had in mind for the fitting though. They’re ready.”


  “Good,” Rhonda said, but then her voice changed. “TeraLyn, what are these?”


  At the disgusted tone in Rhonda’s voice, London turned to see her standing by a table at the back of the shop and using two fingers to lift a corner of a cream-colored piece of material out of a plastic shopping bag as if the whole thing were covered in stinky goo.


  “You asked me to stop by that estate sale, so I did,” TeraLyn explained. “Those are the things I picked up that I thought might be useful for Fairy Tale Closet.”


  “Fairy Tale Closet?” London asked, not caring if they knew she was eavesdropping. “What’s that?”


  “It’s a charity program Mom runs,” TeraLyn reported proudly. “She keeps a closet full of formal dresses and such. If a high schooler needs a dress for a dance but doesn’t have the money for one, she can come choose one for free from our Fairy Tale closet. We get girls coming from all over, even Brighton Falls.”


  “I love that idea!” London cried, impressed by Rhonda’s thoughtfulness and generosity.


  “Unfortunately, these dresses are all horrendous,” Rhonda sniffed disdainfully. I would have never chosen them. I’ll just toss them in the dumpster, and I’ll make sure to go with you to the next estate sale. Obviously, we need to work on your taste.”


  TeraLyn deflated like a pricked balloon. Her face fell, and her eyes studied the floor as she valiantly tried not to let tears squeeze out her eyes.


  Completely oblivious to the damage she’d just inflicted, Rhonda stuffed the dresses back in the plastic bags and wadded them up, even though London was sure she hadn’t even looked through them all.


  “May I see the dresses?” London asked, reaching for the bags. “I love redesigning vintage dresses. If you don’t want them, maybe I can use some of them for my business and also redesign a few of them for Fairy Tale Closet.”


  Rhonda offered a condescending smile and patted London’s arm affectionately. “That’s very thoughtful of you, my dear. But you’re a wedding dress designer. I’m afraid the girls don’t want wedding dresses, nor do they want old-fashioned ones. You can have the dresses if you want, but we won’t be needing anything from you. Mr. Snow is very particular that we offer modest dresses through our charity. Even if you created something that wasn’t wedding-ish, I’m sure it would be too risqué for our purposes. You’re such a dear for offering, though.”


  London ignored Rhonda and pulled the dresses out of the bag. When she tugged the cream-colored satin out, she smiled in delight. “This is an old wedding dress! Isn’t it exquisite?”


  “It’s in pretty bad shape,” Rhonda said. “And it’s certainly not a style that can be updated. Better to trash it and start over.”


  “I think I can do something with it,” London said, already redesigning it in her mind. “I’m sure I can do something with the other dresses, too.”


  “Take them,” Rhonda said wearily. “They aren’t something Snow White Bridal can use, and if you want to save something from the dumpster, go ahead. It’s just not a project that I would waste my time with, especially with dresses that aren’t salvageable.”


  “Thanks,” London said brightly. Just because Rhonda didn’t want the dresses in her closet didn’t mean London couldn’t keep a few things for her own charity. After all, wedding dresses weren’t London’s only specialty. She also got numerous orders for formal dresses for celebrities. For the past few award shows, her designs hit the top of most best-dressed lists. London didn’t know, but she would like to think a high school student would like that kind of thing! She certainly didn’t want to steal Rhonda’s charity, but if one of the girls who came in couldn’t find anything they liked at Rhonda’s Fairy Tale Closet, maybe London could offer a few things in hers. After all, it wasn’t like stealing a customer since there was no money involved.


  “And, thank you, too, TeraLyn,” London said warmly. “I love the things you picked out.”


  A little spark lit in the dull depths of TeraLyn’s eyes. “I’d love to see what you do with them.”


  Rhonda flounced off, completely uninterested.


  London said softly. “I know some of them will sell quickly, but I’ll make sure you get a peek at the completed dress before that happens. I’d also like to donate two dresses to the Fairy Tale closet. Maybe you can give me your opinion if you think they’d work. They don’t need to be with your mom’s dresses, but maybe if a girl is having a hard time finding the perfect dress, I may be able to help her out.”


  “That’s a great idea,” TeraLyn responded, equally quiet. “That actually happens more often than you’d think. Mom’s taste runs very specific, and some girls like something simpler than the fancy dresses Mom likes to supply. I know Mom means well, but I’ve seen a lot of sad girls either leave empty-handed or with a dress they don’t really like.”


  “That’s so very sad! Please let me know if that ever happens again so I can try to help.”


  TeraLyn nodded seriously, apparently easily accepting her double agent status.


  London took her sack of discarded dresses back to her own table and pulled out the wedding dress to look at the full length of it. After a thorough examination, she pulled out her sketchpad. She’d get this one done first. In fact, this dress might be exactly what one of her new clients was looking for. She’d wanted something classic and vintage. With a redesign on the bodice and a few tucks here and there, London felt confident this dress would be breathtakingly exquisite.


  Every day of working beside Rhonda only reinforced that beauty really was in the eyes of the beholder. Where Rhonda saw trash, London saw a treasure.


  Fortunately, this treasure should provide an excellent distraction from her mind’s relentless circles around Adam and Mason, at least for the next couple hours. However, she had the awful suspicion that her problems would still remain, even after she’d sewn the last stitch.
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  With the final stitch of the night, the rest of her life came crowding in. Except instead of feeling anger as she did earlier, she felt an annoying amount of something even worse—guilt.


  London hurriedly put everything away, seeing that she was running late for the wedding rehearsal. Hopefully, with both the rehearsal and dinner at her parents’ house, the atmosphere would be casual enough that it wouldn’t matter if she was late. She still felt bad, though. While she wasn’t in the bridal party, she still wanted to be available to help.


  Since Rhonda and TeraLyn had already left for the day, London locked the door to the shop and drove the familiar streets to the same house where she’d grown up.


  Come on, London, get a grip! she coached herself. She couldn’t show up to a wedding rehearsal looking miserable.


  Unfortunately, she felt terrible. She’d just been so shocked to see Mason that she’d lost her head. Now that she’d calmed a little, she felt bad for how she’d treated him. She wasn’t a mean person, but instead, she always tried to be unfailingly kind and give people the benefit of the doubt. Mason apparently brought out the worst in her, and she hadn’t even let him explain why he’d come all the way from L.A. to Crossroads. Seeing him immediately triggered so many overwhelming emotions that she’d wanted to push him away as firmly as possible. At the moment, she wanted him to go away and never come back. Regrettably, her tactics in doing that were cruel, unfair, and not at all like a Christian.


  She felt ashamed. While Mason was more of a name-only type Christian, London knew better. She’d known their differences in faith and had determined in the end that the chasm was too much. He wasn’t willing to change and didn’t see the problem. She couldn’t compromise anymore. She wanted more than a name-only faith. She wanted the real kind, just like she wanted real love. And Mason Bryce was capable of neither.


  Today’s tragedy had nothing to do with him. It was all her, and she now realized she was no better than him. She’d been a poor example of real Christianity and hadn’t reflected her Savior well at all.


  I’m sorry, Lord. I really screwed up, didn’t I? No matter what he did, I shouldn’t have treated Mason that way.


  Now she was sure that she’d thoroughly scared him off enough that she never would know why he’d come.


  That was the part that bothered her the most. She still felt a tinge of anger, and the guilt was not pleasant, but most of all, she was bothered by that one question.


  Why did Mason come to Crossroads?


  Sighing, London joined the many vehicles in front of her parents’ house and tried to content herself with pushing her feelings aside and pasting on a smile.


  You can’t bring your problems into Dallas and Kate’s happy day. Get over yourself and put on your happy face.


  She pulled down the visor mirror and flashed a practice smile.


  Here we go.


  She let herself in the front door. Even from outside, she could hear the happy voices and laughter from the backyard where the festivities were taking place. She walked through the empty house and pulled open the French doors off the kitchen, stepping out to see the large backyard fully prepped for the wedding. The large open area featured organized rows of chairs with a center aisle leading to a beautiful archway with trees and blooming bushes as a backdrop. Closer to the house, people gathered around the tables, apparently waiting for the rehearsal and the following dinner to begin.


  With her happy smile pasted carefully onto her face, London stepped across the patio area to join her family and friends. Then her gaze lit on a man in the center of the group. He was standing and waving his hands dramatically, seeming to give an animated retelling of some gripping story. His audience watched, thoroughly engrossed and laughing uproariously at his antics.


  The sight of him launched what felt like a massive rock into the pit of her stomach, and she froze.


  Mason!


  At the same moment, Mason saw her as well. His story ended abruptly as he stood upright, and his own anxious gaze locked with hers.


  “What are you doing here, Mason?” London asked, shock and anger lacing her voice. None of her family had ever even met Mason before, and now he showed up here, apparently thoroughly charming her family after she had distinctly told him to leave.


  “I told you she wouldn’t be happy to have me here,” Mason said with a wince. “I’d better take off. It was nice to finally meet all of you.”


  “Nonsense!” London’s mom, Lydia, hopped up from her chair. “You stay right where you are, Mason.”


  Hurrying over to London, Lydia explained brightly, “Honey, could I speak to you in private a moment?” Then, without waiting for her acceptance, Lydia grabbed London’s arm and gently pulled her back into the kitchen.


  Once there, Lydia immediately released London and turned to address her directly. Though her mother was a full head shorter than London, her daughter knew to pay attention. With her pointed gaze serious and her “mom tone” firmly in place, Lydia was still very much her mother and she the child toeing the line of unacceptable behavior.


  “I’m sorry if you’re upset,” she said matter-of-factly. “But I invited Mason to stay. He knocked on the front door this afternoon and introduced himself. He said he was in Crossroads briefly and couldn’t resist meeting us before he left. You dated him for over a year, and yet I never got to meet him. I was thrilled! I am the one who insisted he stay even though he told us that you were angry with him and would be very upset.”


  “Mom, he’s an actor. Of course, he’s charming. He’ll say whatever you want to hear!”


  “London, I am the one who insisted he stay against his reluctance. I thought you would be mature enough to handle it. Just because you two aren’t romantically involved doesn’t mean you can’t be friends. Besides, the man brought me chocolate. My favorite kind.” Lydia reached up and patted her dark hair, checking for any stray hairs.


  Of course he did! The charming scoundrel!


  “I have no idea how he even knew it was my favorite,” Lydia mused thoughtfully.


  I do! Though London wouldn’t ruin her mom’s story, London knew exactly how Mason knew what chocolates to get in order to best manipulate her mother. Mason was a detail person. Not much got by him, and he possessed an amazing memory that could recall every little detail about someone or a certain situation. While they were together, London must have ordered chocolates for her mom for her birthday or Mother’s Day, and Mason must have paid attention.


  Lydia was the epitome of a good hostess. If a thief knocked on her door, intending to rob her, she’d probably invite him in and insist on serving him coffee and cookies before he finished his work for the night!


  “London, I’ll leave if you want me to,” Mason said, poking his head into the kitchen from outside. “I know you didn’t expect me to be here. I’ve always wanted to meet your family, and but I don’t want to upset you or cause any drama on your brother’s big day.”


  London gritted her teeth and shut her eyes briefly. She didn’t want him to stay, but she knew if she sent him away, she’d offend both him and her family. If earlier today was any indication, she’d also end up regretting it.


  “No, I want you to stay,” London forced herself to say. “You’re right. You always did want to come to Crossroads and meet my family, and I’m a big enough girl to handle you being here.”


  Lydia reached for London’s hand, took it in hers, and patted it in approval.


  “Now that we have that settled, we’d better get back outside. I think the pastor is here for Dallas and Kate to do a quick rehearsal. Then we’ll eat! John has been roasting several prime ribs all day!”


  London followed them back outside but headed the opposite direction from where Mason stopped to talk to her oldest brother, Israel. Just because she approved him to stay didn’t mean she had to interact with him.


  London kept her distance from Mason throughout the rehearsal. When dinner was served, she planted herself at a different table at the opposite end of the yard from Mason. She was the lone occupant of the table until Sydney came and sat beside her.


  “Hiding out, huh?” she asked in between bites.


  “I’m not required to like him or interact with him,” London said defensively.


  “But you’re not interacting with anyone else either,” Sydney observed. “Do you think we don’t see you sitting here at a table by yourself? Do you assume we are immune to the tension and your sour attitude?”


  The bite of prime rib in her mouth suddenly tasted like sawdust. “I’m sorry,” she acknowledged miserably. “I’ll try to do better. It isn’t fair to Dallas and Kate for me to bring tension and drama when this all should be about them, not me.”


  Sydney tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and leaned forward, spearing London with a serious gaze that matched the intense blue of her own. “London, I’m not asking you to do a better job of acting. I’m telling you to figure out how to forgive that man and move on with your life. Or at least acknowledge that the reason you’re so miserable right now is because you still have very deep feelings for him. It’s been over a year. Talk to him. Figure it out.”


  “I don’t even know why he’s here,” London admitted, her gaze drifting over toward where Mason visited with her family.


  A corner of Sydney’s mouth quirked up in amusement. “Well, that sounds like a good place to start.”


  London watched Mason apprehensively. He didn’t seem to be bothered at all by the awkward situation. He was smiling, interacting, and having a great time with the people that London should be doing the same with. He’d just effectively stolen her family and friends. They’d probably like him better anyway.


  Infuriating man.


  “I think I’ll just stick with the better job of acting,” she grumbled, slouching in her chair just a bit more.


  Sydney raised an eyebrow. “Suit yourself. Since you’re apparently not interested in suiting anyone else.”


  Sydney got up and left.


  Great. Just one more person upset with me.


  Truthfully, she wanted to just get over it. She wanted to be as accomplished an actor as Mason. She wanted to shut off her feelings. She wanted to be the person who rose above the past to handle such a situation with warmth and maturity. In reality, she couldn’t lay claim to any of that.


  All she really wanted was to leave. Maybe that would be better. Then she wouldn’t need to pretend or risk upsetting anyone with her own issues.


  London cleaned off her area and looked for an escape. She thought about claiming that she wasn’t feeling well, but she knew her mom and everyone else would see right through that. Maybe she wouldn’t need to leave completely. If she just had a few moments to herself, maybe she could get her head on straight and return for dessert.


  Hoping that no one was paying attention, London skirted the edge of the yard, finally disappearing down a path that led through some trees at the back of her family’s property. When she was a child, she’d often follow this same path to her thinking spot. Though the faint trail was harder to follow now, London retraced those childhood steps, searching for the same peace she’d found years ago.


  She reached the edge of her parents’ property, hopped a fence, and kept going. Five minutes later, she could see up ahead where a large tree stood tall and proud right before the land suddenly gave way to the larger valley below. Crossroads was situated in a beautiful valley with a river that meandered through it. Her parents lived out of town on a plateau locals referred to as “the bench.” Now London stood on the edge of the bench with the valley extending below until it met with the foothills and their accompanying backdrop of mountains on the other side.


  With a sigh, London sank into the tall, golden weeds surrounding the massive tree and sat, watching the river and the sporadically spaced houses below. She idly wondered about those houses and the people inside them. How many of them were happy today? How many of them were upset? Were they facing tragedy or experiencing joy? London always found it fascinating to think that the best day of someone’s life might be the worst day of someone else’s. More amazing than that was to recognize that God knew it all. Every detail of the scene below, every emotion experienced by every person, every triumph, every trial, every little bird and insect London couldn’t even see—God knew and cared.


  The sun began to set, turning the foothills to a breathtaking shade of pink. This moment of twilight was her favorite time of day where for just a few moments, the sun bathed the world in a fleeting glory that would never again be completely replicated. Every twilight painted a different canvas. Somehow sitting there looking upon a beautiful world with many problems, London felt peace steal into her soul.


  She felt movement beside her and looked up to see Mason wordlessly sit down in the weeds next to her. Silence wrapped around them, but it didn’t feel tense. Instead, it felt wrong to speak words in a moment that felt almost reverent. By mutual consent, they watched the blush of the hills until they darkened, losing their short fame of twilight glow, chased away by the approaching night.


  “Why are you here?” London finally whispered.


  “I came to apologize profusely and beg for your forgiveness,” Mason replied with sincerity.


  London swallowed, realizing to her shame that she didn’t want to forgive him. Lord, I know I’m supposed to forgive him, but what if he really and truly isn’t sorry?


  Forgive him anyway.


  Though she knew the answer in her mind, putting it into practice was completely different.


  “What do you mean?” London asked, wanting to buy herself more time and understanding before slapping on a “forgiven label” that she didn’t really feel.


  “I’m sorry for the way we broke up. But more than that, I’m sorry for the way I treated you in our relationship. I know I hurt you. The past year has taught me a lot, and I hope I’m not the same man I was then.”


  “Did you cheat on me?” London asked hoarsely. Though she didn’t have any hard evidence, she’d always suspected that his heart never fully belonged to her. Even though he claimed his fidelity to her, she could never really trust him. With so many beautiful women always vying for his affection, she could never believe he wanted just her, and, other than his casual denial and accusations of her ridiculous jealousy, he did very little to restore any kind of faith in his own character.


  “London, look at me,” Mason whispered.


  “No,” London shook her head adamantly, knowing she couldn’t bear it.


  “London, please. I want you to see that what I’m about to tell you is the absolute truth.”


  In spite of her fear, she wanted to know the truth more. Hesitantly, she lifted her eyes, and her gaze caught on his.


  “No, I didn’t cheat on you. And, yes, I did,” Mason said, the blue of his eyes startling in their honest intensity. “I never slept with anyone. It was important to you that we not sleep together, and I never violated that with anyone else while we were dating. However, I was not faithful to you in my affections. I did everything but sleep with other women. I flirted with and kissed them, led them on, and did whatever I needed if I felt it served my career. None of it was real. It was only ever real with you. But I completely admit to being an unfaithful jerk. I’m so very sorry for my actions and for the pain they caused you. Please forgive me.”


  London turned her gaze back to the valley to think, unsure how she felt. It had touched her at the time to realize that a movie star like Mason had respected her values and not tried to push her into a physical relationship she did not want. Now, it touched her again to realize that he had remained faithful in that respect. However, though his confession wasn’t surprising, she couldn’t handle the thought that he’d betrayed her by seeking and continuing relationships with other women. The thought of his lips on someone else’s made her feel ill and woefully inadequate, and she couldn’t shake the knowledge that she hadn’t been enough for him.


  “I accept your apology,” London said formally, doing what she knew she must. “Truthfully, I don’t know that I handled the breakup as well as I should have. I didn’t let you explain because I didn’t want to know the details. Even still, the forgiveness part is something I’ll need to work on.”


  Mason nodded and stood. “Thank you for hearing me out. It was good to see you, London. Your family is amazing—better than I imagined.”


  He stood as if to leave, and London panicked. Was that it then?


  She jumped to her feet. “Mason, wait. What do you mean, you’ve changed? How?”


  Mason turned back around, the dying sunlight painting his face in shadows. He looked back out over the valley and spoke in a hushed tone, “You know about my brother.”


  It wasn’t a question, but she still nodded. Of course, she knew about his brother. That was the only time she’d ever contacted him in the past year. “Yes, I heard about what happened on the news. I’m genuinely sorry, Mason.”


  Mason nodded. “I appreciated your message. Do you recall what you said?”


  London’s brow furrowed as she thought back to her own turmoil. She’d struggled over those words, conflicted over whether she should send any message at all. “I said I was sorry for your loss and that I was praying for you.”


  “You said you were ‘so very sorry,’ and that you would be praying that I ‘encountered the comfort and love of God in such a way that life became a mere shadow in the hope of eternity, and that somehow, Jaron would be waiting in the new reality of forever.’”


  “Wow, I said that? That’s pretty good.”


  Mason smiled. “Yes, it is.”


  It wasn’t surprising that Mason remembered it word for word. It was more surprising that she’d managed to reach through her anger to write it. She remembered battling herself for several days on whether to contact him following his brother’s death a year ago. Unable to find any relief, she’d finally prayed that God give her the words to say. Then she’d written just those couple lines in a text and sent it, not knowing if he’d ever even received it. He’d never responded, which had made her believe he’d blocked her, and she’d never tried to contact him again.


  “Was that just something you said, or did you really pray that, London?” Mason’s eyes hid in shadow, and his tone seemed strangely vulnerable.


  London thought back to when she’d written that message. She hadn’t wanted to send it, let alone actually pray it. But she felt no relief until she did both. Reluctantly, even though she didn’t really want to, she prayed exactly that, and, somewhere beneath all the anger, she had meant every word.


  “Yes,” she answered honestly. “I prayed those exact words.”


  Mason nodded, then wearily sat back down amongst the weeds, looking out over the dimming valley.


  Not knowing what else to do, London sat back down beside him.


  “Jaron was drunk at the time of his accident, and he wasn’t just a little over the limit,” Mason stated factually. “Out of respect for the family, that part wasn’t released to the media, and so far, they haven’t dug it up. It was a single car accident at obvious high speeds. I’m sure everyone assumed it was alcohol or drug related, but since it didn’t involve any other victims, the exact cause didn’t seem as important.”


  “I’m so sorry, Mason,” London said sympathetically. Jaron was his younger brother, and she knew Mason had always felt protective of him, especially since their parents hadn’t been around when growing up.


  “I saw Jaron earlier that evening,” Mason confessed. “I knew he’d been drinking. I tried to get him to leave with me, but he wouldn’t. I finally got tired of his drunken insults and left anyway. That’s the last time I saw him alive.”


  London swallowed, hearing the tremendous pain in his voice. “Mason, it isn’t your fault. Jaron made his own choices, and from my observations, he never listened to you.”


  “I know that, but I’m the one who brought him into Hollywood and introduced him to that life. So, though it isn’t directly my fault, it is very indirectly my fault.”


  London shook her head. “You never got drunk or did drugs, Mason, so you can’t say it was the influence of Hollywood life that was his undoing. Jaron was solely responsible for his own actions.”


  In spite of her words, the lines on Mason’s forehead remained tense. “Though we didn’t have the best upbringing, Jaron and I were raised knowing right from wrong, and Jaron was a great kid before he joined me in Hollywood. Our grandmother instilled strong Christian values in both of us, but those are awfully hard to keep in such a world. I know you say that I didn’t get drunk or use drugs, and those are both true. But I compromised my values in other areas, and you know that. I can’t fault Jaron for his mistakes, when I made them, too. Mine were just less obvious.”


  It felt strange to hear Mason’s humble tone as he admitted his shortcomings. This was new territory for Mason Bryce. The man London knew would never admit fault in any situation.


  Not waiting for input from her, Mason continued, his eyes fixed and studying something in the distance as he spoke. “Losing Jaron in that way made it impossible to deny what he’d become, and who I’d become as well. London, when I received that text message, it reminded me of you, and of Grammie, and of God. I’d put God on a shelf for most of my own life. I’d do what I wanted and take Him off the shelf when it was convenient. I’d pretend to be a Christian in some circumstances and deny God in others. I never stopped believing in God, I just drew a line between spiritual things and the real world. I was so busy living that I ignored Him until my reality met with my brother dying. I still battle the guilt of knowing that it took Jaron’s death to get me to the Lord. If I hadn’t lost him, my life would have remained blissfully blind to anything spiritual, the same as it had for years.”


  Mason was a different man. This wasn’t acting. Mason’s life had always been shallow, seeking the next fun experience or the next challenge to be won. London always knew there was more to Mason than the superficial, but he never let her, or anyone else, see anything of depth. It remained one of her big objections to their relationship. She wanted a deep connection with the man she loved, and Mason didn’t seem capable of discussing anything more than the fun they had planned for next weekend.


  In the past few minutes, he’d opened up more to her and expressed more depth of feeling than he had in their entire relationship. The anguished look tightening his face told of an all-encompassing grief, and London couldn’t help but be touched that he was sharing that with her.


  “The hardest part isn’t actually the guilt,” Mason said, turning his tortured gaze on London as if looking for her to throw out the buoy to save him. “I don’t know for sure where he is. Jaron and I never talked about faith. I think he had some kind of faith, as I did. Grammie made sure of that. Like me, he definitely hadn’t been living for the Lord in the last few years. I introduced Jaron to the Hollywood scene and got him his first acting gig, but Jaron immersed himself in the whole culture, much more than I did. It became so bad that we didn’t even have much of a relationship at the end.”


  His voice caught, and he whispered hoarsely, “London, I don’t think he was saved. In my mind, there’s only one way that other part of your prayer could come true. I know Jaron didn’t die immediately in the accident. They told me he was conscious. They tried to save him, but he knew he was dying. My only hope is that he turned to God in those final moments and that God performed a miracle to save a sinner in the seconds before taking him home.”


  London swallowed with difficulty, almost too choked up to respond. “I think that is a very valid hope,” she finally managed breathlessly. “God’s mercy and love are great. Remember the thief on the cross? From what you said, Jaron knew enough of God that with a mere whisper for Jesus to remember him, God would have welcomed him to a wonderful homecoming. We know that God answered one part of my prayer, I’ll choose to believe He somehow miraculously answered the other part as well.”


  Actual tears pooled in the corners of Mason’s eyes and caught the shine of waning light. It took all of London’s restraint not to wrap her arms around him. She clearly remembered the electricity of Mason’s touch and didn’t want to risk any physical contact with him. While most girls longed for sparks and butterflies, they terrified London. Instead, she tried very hard to feel nothing in Mason’s presence, and her body’s rebellious reaction volunteered evidence of her failure.


  With a deep, shuddering breath, she tried to shift the conversation to safer territory. “What does all of this mean, Mason?” Despite her empathy for his grief, she still doubted Mason’s change of heart would result in action beyond his words. “I hear your words and feel your pain, but I don’t understand how they apply to the everyday life of Mason Bryce.”


  Mason looked at her steadily, not faltering in her challenge. “I don’t know if I rededicated my life to God or if I just did it for real for the very first time. I’m all in. I want God to be the one in charge of every aspect of my life, and I’m working on a relationship with Him. I understand that my only hope of salvation is Jesus Christ, and I’ve begged Him to save me and make me His.”


  London smiled. Without thinking, she reached out to gently squeeze his hand. “I’m so happy for you, Mason. That’s what I always wanted for you, though I’m afraid I did a lousy job of being a good example. For many years, I drifted away from my faith, as well. I didn’t come to my senses and want to get right with God until right before we broke up. I’ve spent the last year trying to find my footing and figure out how to live my faith in a way that pleases God.”


  “You weren’t a lousy example, London,” Mason protested, capturing her hand before she could pull it away. “It angered me when you tried to talk about spiritual things because, in my mind, I was already a Christian and was fine. I didn’t like you insinuating that I wasn’t fine. I blamed you newly-revived, overly-zealous faith as one of the major reasons for our breakup, and I resented it. I recognize now how horribly I treated you, and not just at the end of our relationship. I came here to apologize, and I hoped I’d get to tell you that your prayers for me were answered.”


  Tears clouded London’s vision. “Thank you for telling me. And thank you for sticking around to tell me even after I told you to leave. I’m sorry I treated you badly today.”


  Mason shrugged. “I deserved it.” Ducking his head, he admitted sheepishly, “To tell you the truth, I didn’t come here solely to meet your family. You already know I’m stubborn. I thought I might have better luck with getting you to listen if I cornered you at your parents’ house.”


  London laughed. “Yes, I’m well aware that you are very stubborn and quite accomplished at manipulation. I should have known I hadn’t seen the last of you. It wouldn’t be like you to give up so easily.”


  Mason looked at her and winked. “Yes, but I’m reformed now. I only use my skills of manipulation if something or someone is worth a great deal to me.”


  London looked down at her hands, refusing to be drawn in. While happy that Mason had found his way to a true faith, that didn’t make the pain of the past go away and didn’t mean she could trust him to be in a hundred-mile radius of her heart.


  “What does all of this mean for your acting, or does it mean anything at all?” London tried to keep her tone unemotional, but her skepticism crept in anyway.


  Mason nodded. “That’s a fair question. My goal is to be more than a name-only Christian in all areas of my life, and I know that will most directly impact my profession. I might get flack from my agent, but I won’t accept any more roles in movies that require a compromise of my values. Thankfully, the movies I’ve done in the past year and the one I’m currently working on are mostly action movies with nothing objectionable. In the long-term, I’d like to look into possibly starting my own production company that produces Christian or inspirational movies.”


  “Mason Bryce Hall of Fame series?” London teased.


  Mason winced. “Nah, I’ve got to find a way to get a little ‘Die Hard’ in there somehow. I’ll never be the tame, oh-isn’t-that-cute type.”


  He smiled self-consciously and stood, brushing weeds off his shirt. “I know all of that seems like a pretty big dream right now, but you never know, maybe someday it will happen.”


  London stood as well. Night had fallen as they talked. Though it wasn’t cold, a cool breeze swept across the plateau, raising goosebumps on London’s arms before dispersing in the valley below.


  “I really hope it does happen for you, Mason,” London said genuinely. “I admire you for wanting to apply your faith to the world of acting. I know it’s not an easy thing to do in Hollywood.”


  Mason shrugged. “I don’t think it’s necessarily an easy thing to do anywhere, but I’m trusting God to do it through me. I’ll fail miserably if I’m on my own.”


  London couldn’t see his features well in the darkness. He sounded so different from the man she’d dated. It seemed like with such a big difference, Mason shouldn’t look the same. Yet, every infuriatingly handsome inch of him was exactly as she remembered, making London feel an even greater, miserable attraction to the one man in the world she determined to never fall for again.


  “We’d better get back before your family assumes I kidnapped you,” Mason said. “You’ll need to lead the way back, though. I saw you leave the backyard, and I followed you. But I was focused on tailing you. I have no idea where we are or how to get back.”


  London led the way back through the fields and trees, easily following the path, though they couldn’t actually see it.


  When they got close to the backyard once again, London looked back over her shoulder and said, “Thanks again for coming and telling me your story, Mason, and for insisting that I hear it. It means a lot for you to come all the way to Crossroads just for that.”


  Now that he’d accomplished his mission, she wondered if he would leave immediately for California. Had he rented a car from the airport in Brighton Falls? If not, she could ask one of her brothers to give him a ride back to catch a flight. Even after everything, she certainly didn’t want to play taxi for Mason herself. No matter how much he’d changed, some relationships were better left in the past, and this definitely qualified as one of them.


  Mason didn’t respond, and London trudged ahead. Finally spotting the lights of the house behind the leaves, she reached out to push the foliage aside and enter the backyard.


  Mason’s hand on her arm stopped her. “Wait.”


  London turned to him nervously. Couldn’t he say what he needed to say with at least twenty other people in close proximity? His nearness made her skin tingle, and she desperately wanted to get away.


  She looked at him expectantly, and when he didn’t immediately release her arm, she shrugged away from his touch. He then put both hands in his pockets and looked upward as if just passing the time.


  “You can see so many more stars here than in L.A.,” he observed. “Living around all the city lights, you forget just how many stars there are and how big the world really is outside the glare.”


  “Yeah, it’s nice,” London said impatiently. “We’d better get back to the—”


  His hand clasped her arm again, stopping her before she could attempt to step through the bushes into the yard.


  “London, I need to tell you something. I haven’t been completely honest about why I’m here.”


  London sighed dramatically and wrenched her arm away from his touch yet again. “Of course you haven’t.” She folded her arms across her front disapprovingly. She’d been right not to trust him. He hadn’t changed that much. Once a dishonest manipulator, always a dishonest manipulator. “Here it comes.”


  “I wanted to come apologize and tell you how I’ve changed, but I also wanted to let you know that there’s one thing that hasn’t changed. London, I still care about you. You’re the best thing that has ever happened to me, and I’m sorry I didn’t realize it sooner. I know you’re still angry and don’t trust me, but I’d like to earn another chance with you.”


  “I’m sorry, Mason,” London said stiffly. “That’s not going to happen. I’m happy for the new direction in your life, but I don’t think your direction and mine are even on the same map.”


  Mason grimaced. “Here’s where the stubborn part of Mason volunteers for the task. I feel it only fair to warn you that, though you protest now, I have every intention of winning you back.”


  “My answer is no, Mason,” London gritted out.


  “Don’t worry. You know I’m not the stalker type.” Mason put both hands up as if to prove himself unarmed. “You’re not like other women, London. I knew you wouldn’t fall into my arms when I smiled your direction.”


  His blue eyes darkened, becoming more intense as they sought her gaze and wouldn’t let go. With tone firm and sincere, he continued. “Let me explain my intentions. When I say I intend to win you back, I mean that I plan to devote every effort to be your best friend, prove to you my faith and how it has changed me, sweep you off your feet with fairy-tale romance, and be available at your side when you need someone to catch your tears.”


  London couldn’t look away, no matter how much she wanted to. As she watched, he came slowly closer until she could feel his breath tickling the hair against her ear. “Just be aware, my beautiful London. I have every intention of making you fall completely and irreversibly head-over-heels in love with me.”
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  The music started, signaling the start of the wedding, and London felt someone slide into the seat beside her. She glanced over, expecting to see her sister. Instead, she found Mason.


  What is he doing here? Doesn’t he have a movie to star in or something?


  Frantically, she looked from Mason at her left to Adam seated in the chair at her right. Adam, not missing Mason’s entrance, immediately glared daggers his direction.


  Please don’t make a scene, she silently begged Adam.


  This was Dallas and Kate’s wedding, and she’d be mortified if either one of these men did something to distract at all from their day.


  This wasn’t supposed to happen. She’d hoped Mason had simply left last night. Maybe it was a ridiculous hope, especially after he’d admitted how he felt, but she certainly didn’t expected him to show up here at her brother’s wedding!


  After all, following his declaration of intentions last night, London had promptly turned on her heel and left him standing in the brush. She didn’t speak another word to him the entire rest of the evening, choosing instead to childishly ignore him.


  Though she felt guilty about it, she didn’t know how to react. Everything about Mason scared her, not because of him, but because of her. Despite how she felt, she knew in her head that she didn’t want the kind of life Mason represented anymore, and she didn’t know how to convey that to him, especially when she knew for certain he wouldn’t listen anyway. So, ignoring him seemed a very viable solution to her turmoil of the moment.


  “Sydney is supposed to sit here,” she hissed at her unwelcome chair neighbor.


  “But Sydney told me I could sit here,” Mason smiled innocently and gestured to the seat next to him.


  Sydney ducked her head forward and waved at London, the lights in her eyes dancing mischievously and thoroughly confirming that she did, in fact, make the seating arrangements.


  The music changed, signaling the wedding attendants to come down the aisle and dooming London to stay sandwiched between Adam and Mason for the duration of the ceremony.


  With great determination, she pushed aside the tension and focused on the picture of the bridesmaids and groomsmen taking their places at the front. No matter how uncomfortable these two men made her, she wasn’t willing to miss a single detail of Dallas and Kate’s wedding.


  Looking back up the aisle, London’s heart melted at the sight of Kate’s little brother dressed in an adorable suit with a pillow balanced on his little hand. With great determination on his face, the little ring bearer made it up the aisle. As if reaching the finish line in a race, the little boy turned back around at the front, and his concentration immediately melted into a proud grin that stretched almost wider than his cheeks would allow.


  Following the ring bearer came London’s niece, Chloe. London had designed the dress to be similar to bridesmaids’ dresses, but a little different as well. They were all done in a soft, sage green color that looked more elegant than a traditional pastel and suited the vintage style of the dresses. Kate’s tastes had been a lot of fun to work with. Kate dealt with antiques as a profession, and she’d adopted some of that same style as her own. Each bridesmaid dress was a slightly different design, yet they all looked like they belonged together on an elegant fashion plate from long ago.


  The flowers Brooke arranged for the setting were unlike anything London had seen before, and yet they were perfect. Antique white roses mixed with a wine-colored burgundy in an elegance that fit well with the dresses. Unexpectedly interspersed among the roses were blue forget-me-not type flowers, creating the look of wildflowers mixed with elegance. From what London had seen, the flowers, dresses, and the entire scene fit Kate’s personality perfectly.


  The audience stood, holding its breath in anticipation of the centerpiece of the tableau arriving to take her place. The music swelled.


  And Kate appeared.


  Tears immediately welled in London’s eyes. Weddings were her profession, and she should be immune to wedding tears by now. She couldn’t recall ever actually crying at a wedding, but in this case, the bride was marrying her brother. More than that, she was wearing a dress London had created. More than that, London knew the story behind the dress.


  Kate was a woman of definite opinions, and she knew exactly what she wanted in a wedding dress. With complete trust in London’s abilities, she had shown up with an old dress that her great-grandmother had worn on her wedding day. Kate had explained that her father had been murdered before she was born and that his family didn’t even know of Kate’s existence until recently. Kate had never met her great-grandmother before, but she bore her name in her own—Kate Michal. She’d shown London a picture of her great-grandparents and described how she’d found the dress in an old trunk. Kate wanted London to redesign the dress as a tribute to her father, his family, and the great-grandmother to whom she bore an uncanny resemblance.


  With the pressure of years and a beautiful story, London had restored the dress, keeping the vintage look while redesigning it in a way that enhanced the simple, old-fashioned elegance. London’s gaze traced over every detail of the gown, making sure everything was in perfect position. The deep v neckline suited Kate as did the simplicity of the style. The bodice was covered in a delicate lace that extended down into sleeves that ended just past her elbows. Whereas some of the lace of today seemed overdone, this was light and almost fragile. The lace ended at the waist where the skirt flared out to where it met the bottom of Kate’s ankle. Inlaid in the frothy skirt were several lines of the same delicate lace from the bodice.


  The dress did not have a train, and London didn’t feel right about extensively changing the style in order to add one. Kate really didn’t care either way, but in a stroke of genius, London created a long, lacy veil that closely resembled the dress. Now the veil floated behind the dress like a frothy cloud, extending into a train of translucent lace. The effect was stunning.


  As Kate passed on the arm of both her stepfather and her grandfather, London’s gaze caught on that of an elderly man on the other side of the aisle. Paul Kendall stood at attention watching his great-granddaughter come down the aisle in the same gown he watched his own bride in over seventy years before. A sob caught in London’s throat. At the look on the old man’s face, London knew she’d succeeded.


  The adoring look on Dallas’s face when his bride took her place only confirmed her success. After Kate’s step-father and grandfather officially gave her away, the teary-eyed audience sat. London sniffled, struggling to stem her own tears. A tissue suddenly appeared in front of her, and with a smile, she gratefully accepted it from Adam’s outstretched hand.


  London watched Kate and Dallas pledge their love for one another, and she felt a strange combination of satisfaction and longing. She felt satisfied because Dallas had found his forever love. While Dallas was a horrible tease, there wasn’t a better man in the world. By the way his bride looked at him, London knew Kate recognized the wonderful man she was marrying.


  Yet London couldn’t help but feel a longing for that forever kind of love in her own life. She wanted a man to look at her in the same way Dallas looked at Kate. She wanted someone to both challenge and care for her in the same way she’d witnessed the bride and groom interact with each other. London was mature enough to know that marriage wasn’t all fairytale, but she also knew that, no matter what life brought them, Dallas and Kate would make it together because they loved the Lord and loved each other.


  Lord, give me what they have, she prayed silently, feeling silly even as she did. God probably had much better things to do than listen to her lonely heart!


  The minister pronounced them husband and wife, and Dallas immediately dipped Kate back in a spectacular kiss to the sound of hoots, hollers, and applause.


  The new Mr. and Mrs. Dallas Hutchins made their grand exit back down the aisle, followed by the bridal party. As she passed, Brooke, following in her role as Kate’s bridesmaid, looked pointedly at Adam and Mason before raising an eyebrow London’s direction.


  London stifled a groan, not sure how she could make it through the reception with a man at each elbow. She certainly didn’t crave that kind of attention. In fact, she avoided it.


  Eventually, the rows of guests dispersed to the reception area, and London followed. Though she didn’t say a single word, sure enough, both men remained her bookends. Sadly, she still couldn’t decide whether her particular story was a comedy or a tragedy, but at that moment, it felt like both.


  Completely ignoring her attendants, she found a spot on the edge of the reception area and waited for the crowd to clear before she greeted the bride and groom. Thankfully, Mason had finally fallen off her trail.


  “Let me get you something to drink,” Adam said, leaving her to head to the beverage table before the line got too long.


  He soon reappeared holding two glasses of punch. He extended one of them to London, and she hesitated, not wanting to appear rude.


  “Here you go, London,” Mason’s voice said from, once again, at her elbow.


  Startled, London accepted the bottle of water, simply grateful to have something to wet her thirst.


  “London doesn’t drink a lot of punch,” Mason explained, piercing Adam with a victorious gaze. “Her all-time favorite beverage is water.”


  Adam’s glare made words unnecessary.


  Seeing the two men face off like two tomcats, London rolled her eyes and flopped down in the nearest chair. “I’m not doing this, guys, especially not at Dallas’s wedding. I’ll stay here, and you two can go find yourselves a different lady to entertain you for the rest of the day. In fact, I have two nominations for you. My sisters are right over there, and both are highly available. Geneva is in the purple dress. She’s a doctor and a lot more fun than me anyway. Sydney is in the blue dress and looks exactly like me. She’s an upgraded version of me, so you won’t even miss me at all!”


  “I thought we were attending the wedding together,” Adam said, his tone miffed. “I didn’t know he was invited.”


  London was so done. She didn’t really care about hurting Adam’s feelings, she just wanted both of them to leave her alone. “I’m sorry you got that impression, Adam. I don’t recall ever insinuating this was to be a date. I didn’t know Mason planned to be here either. I certainly didn’t invite him, but at the moment, I really want nothing to do with either one of you!”


  “Your mom invited me,” Mason said, not seeming to feel awkward at all.


  “Of course she did!” London grumbled. “Did it take a few more chocolates to secure that invitation?”


  Mason’s easy smile stayed in place, and Adam looked like he was sucking on sour candy. When neither one of them moved to leave her alone, London hopped up and took off, flinging over her shoulder, “Go bother Geneva and Sydney. I hope you’ll be very happy together. I’m off duty.”


  With a bright smile, London greeted Dallas and Kate, giving both a warm hug. Then she proceeded to make the rounds of family and friends, inserting herself in any group or conversation available and completely ignoring her would-be dates. Careful to never appear available or at loose ends, she passed the reception without another incident. The food was delicious, the cake tasted divine, and London thoroughly enjoyed herself.


  Only when the dancing started did she slow down enough to feel a moment’s trepidation. She caught sight of Adam making his way across the yard, and she quickly made a beeline to her brother, Israel. She got through the traditional dances, switching between her family members as partners. She even snagged a dance with Brooke’s fiancé and Kate’s great-grandfather. Unfortunately, the dancing whittled down to slower dances with couples, and London knew she needed to make her escape.


  Seeking to be helpful, she made the rounds of the tables, cleaning things off. Then she took the guest book and basket of cards into the house for safekeeping. Returning outside, she gathered the gifts in a large stack and began carrying them into the house as well.


  Unfortunately, when she arrived at the door, she realized she’d overloaded herself. Trying to balance the tower of packages in one of her arms, she reached out with her other hand for the doorknob. Images of dropping the load and sending gifts toppling to the ground danced through her mind.


  Suddenly, her tower lightened considerably.


  “I’ll help you with those,” a deep voice said.


  “Thanks,” London said with relief, not even caring that Mason was the one who’d come to her rescue.


  Mason followed her inside and deposited the gifts with the others. London didn’t say a word but headed back outside to finish the job. Another two trips with Mason’s assistance saw all of the gifts safely inside. London would make sure that Dallas and Kate got the cards before they left on their European honeymoon, but the rest of the gifts would likely stay put until they returned.


  Mason tailed her back outside where London looked around for another job.


  “Can I talk to you a moment?” Mason asked, his breath close to her ear.


  “Didn’t you already say it all last night?” London asked irritably. “I’m surprised you’re even here.”


  “No, I didn’t say it all,” he said, not seeming offended by her tone in the least. “But I am leaving and wanted to say goodbye.”


  Well, now. This is a cause I can get behind!


  London followed Mason to the shadows of a tree, hoping this was the last private conversation she would need to have with him.


  “I have an early morning flight tomorrow. I need to get back to the movie set I’m working on.”


  “I appreciate you coming so we could both get some closure,” London said sincerely, once again attempting an appropriate goodbye. “I know you’re a busy man, and I wish you the best in all your endeavors.”


  In the dim light, London saw the corners of Mason’s mouth turn upward in amusement. “This is not goodbye forever, London. No need to wish me a, ‘Have a happy life. See you in heaven.’ This is just a goodbye for a few weeks until I can get some time off to come back to see you.”


  “You’re coming back?” London asked, startled.


  “Of course. I told you last night that I want you back, and I don’t intend to give up easily. Operation-Make-London-Fall-In-Love-With-Me is still underway, though if you have any tips on how to assist the mission efforts, I would be very appreciative.”


  Frustration welled up inside her. “I told you last night, Mason, and I don’t know how to make it more clear. I am not interested in going ‘back.’ My past with you involved quite a bit of pain, and I’m not willing to revisit that, no matter how much you’ve changed.”


  Mason shut his eyes briefly. “I’m sorry, London. I misspoke. I’m not interested in going back either. I want a relationship that is new and healthy and forever. And I want that with you.”


  Forever? He wants forever?


  This was new. A major part of the reason they’d broken up was because Mason couldn’t seem to commit to anything beyond today. He liked her, but they’d dated for a year and didn’t seem to have a plan for where they were headed. If ever she mentioned the future, he’d get mad at her. London wanted a husband and family, and Mason didn’t seem like a forever kind of guy.


  “You’re just saying that,” London whispered, her lips trembling. “You’re playing a role and telling me what I want to hear.”


  “No, I’m telling you what’s on my heart—what I should have told you before but was too much of an idiot to get out of my own way.”


  London shook her head and took a step back. “I don’t believe you,” she whispered. “You didn’t care enough for me then, and you don’t now.”


  Mason took a step toward her, his blue eyes flashing intensely. “London, it’s been over a year since I saw you. All of those magazine covers were lies. There hasn’t been anyone else. I’ve waited, thinking that my feelings would fade eventually, and I would get over you and move on. But this isn’t infatuation. I’m madly and deeply in love with you, and no other woman will do. My problem before was not that I didn’t love you, but that I didn’t know how to love you. I’d never felt so deeply about someone, and yet I couldn’t translate those feelings into anything more than the superficial. I don’t want what we had before. I want so much more. When I say those words, what I’m really saying is that for now and always you will be the only one for me. That’s why I can’t take no for an answer. Because, to the depth of my being, I am in love with you.”


  Mason reached his hand to her cheek. But his touch didn’t bring painful memories. Almost involuntarily, her eyes slid shut, and she leaned into his hand, feeling a deep longing and a small flame of something unfamiliar—hope.


  Her eyes flickered open, and she felt his arms come around her, pulling her close.


  “Mason, I…” she paused, so very tempted to feel the touch of his lips. “I’m kind of already seeing Adam.”


  Mason blinked, ending the spell, but not releasing her. “I know,” he said simply. “But you don’t love him. At least not yet. If he’s half as determined as I am, he won’t mind a little competition. I’m planning to give him a good run for his money.”


  London extracted herself from his arms. “I don’t like being the prize in a stupid contest while two grown men duke it out.”


  “I don’t plan on ‘duking it out.’ I plan on focusing my efforts entirely on you. Prepare to be wooed.” He pumped his eyebrows up and down dramatically.


  “There you are, London!” Adam said, hurrying toward her. “Is this guy bothering you again? If so, I can talk to your brother, Camden, and we can escort him out.”


  London laughed. “You can talk to Camden, but I’m pretty sure he’d just refer you to Sydney. She’s the designated bouncer.”


  Confusion clouded Adam’s face, and he turned back to look at the pretty woman in the blue dress.


  “No bouncing necessary,” Mason assured. “I was just informing London that I intend to make her fall in love with me.”


  “Oh, really?” Adam said, folding his arms across his front. “Funny how we seem to have the same goal.”


  “Yes, isn’t it?” Mason said easily. “I tried to tell her that if a man truly cared about her, he wouldn’t mind a little competition.”


  “Of course not!” Adam said. “I’m confident enough that I don’t mind you making a fool out of yourself. As long as when London decides, the losing guy—which will be you—will let her go.”


  “Umm… don’t I get a say in any of this?” London asked, hoping they remembered that she was still there.


  “Absolutely,” Mason said.


  “You get to decide which one of us you are in love with,” Adam said, as if this part should be obvious. Reaching out his hand, he curled his fingers around hers and gave a little squeeze as if to assure her they were in this together.


  “Agreed,” Mason nodded. “Until then, why don’t we all pray about God’s leading and that He will make it clear to London which one of us is right for her.”


  “Sounds good,” Adam said. “Unfortunately for you, I don’t think this will take very long.”


  Mason extended his hand to Adam, “Alright then. May the best man win.”


  Adam accepted the handshake, and just like that, London’s fate was sealed to be ardently pursued by two men.
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  “Mom, please think about this!” TeraLyn said, her tone strained.


  “I don’t need to think about it. This was decided forty years ago, and there is nothing I can do about it.”


  London tried to keep her attention on the dress in front of her, but it was impossible to ignore the dramatic, hushed voices holding an intense argument in front of a computer across the room. This was by far the most interesting thing that had happened in the week since Dallas and Kate’s wedding. Not even the few phone calls she’d had with Mason or the two dates she’d gone on with Adam compared to the drama of the scene unfolding between the mother and daughter on the other side of the shop.


  “Don’t you think forty-or-so years is long enough?” TeraLyn asked, obviously upset.


  “Sandy made her choices,” Rhonda said, walking away a few paces to return some dresses to a rack. “She’s the one who cut herself off from the family. Now she dares to ask me for help on the wedding dress that she stole? It should have been mine, not hers.”


  “So now you’re just planning to keep the dress?” TeraLyn asked, aghast.


  “Why not?” While TeraLyn seemed very upset, Rhonda simply shrugged, not seeming disturbed at all. “Like I said, it should have been mine. If I send it back, Sandy will just find someone else to cut it up. It’s a family heirloom. It’s my responsibility to protect it. Who knows, maybe you can wear it when you get married, TeraLyn?”


  TeraLyn looked appalled. “Mom, I’d never want to do that. It’s not my wedding dress, and it’s not yours. They sent it to you because you said you’d help.”


  “Nonsense,” Rhonda walked over to a box and lifted up an old gown to her front as if checking the fit. “It is mine. If you don’t want it, maybe I can wear it, and your father and I can renew our wedding vows. Your father would like that, and he definitely wouldn’t stand for my family dress to be cut up for any reason.”


  London barely managed to capture her laughter before it escaped. Rhonda was not a slight woman. Even from this distance, London could see that the dress would fit a woman half her size.


  “Mom, not to be mean, but do you really think that the dress will fit you when it doesn’t fit your sister?” TeraLyn asked, managing to voice the same thought in a much kinder way.


  “Sandy was always bigger-boned than I am,” Rhonda said, brushing off her concerns while carefully folding the gown back into the box. “It’s not my fault she got too fat to wear the dress.”


  TeraLyn sighed. “Well, I see there’s no hope of talking you into doing the right thing. I sincerely hope that it will make you very happy to keep that old dress in a box somewhere so your sister can’t repurpose it for a dying baby.”


  “Why, thank you, TeraLyn!” Rhonda said, seeming oblivious to the sarcasm underlying her daughter’s words. “Yes, it definitely is a happy day for me to get this dress back into the family where it belongs.”


  She walked back over to the computer and pressed a button. “There, it’s done! I just sent a reply I wrote earlier, saying that I will not mutilate our family wedding dress for any reason and thanking her for returning it to me.”


  The bell over the door jingled, and Rhonda hurried over to enthusiastically greet her client.


  With red-rimmed eyes, TeraLyn shuffled off to a corner and began busying herself unpacking some boxes.


  The whole scene bothered London. TeraLyn was usually so subservient to her mother. This was the first time she’d witnessed a disagreement where TeraLyn voiced an opinion different than her mother’s. Typically, even if she disagreed, the young woman simply pursed her lips and kept silent. The fact that she’d said something made London curious to know the full story. Likewise, Rhonda’s reaction made her even more curious. The older woman normally wrapped every word she said in an overly sweet coating. This was the first time that her words were openly harsh.


  What could have caused such a strong reaction in both women? Unfortunately, London didn’t know how to safely broach the subject with either one of them.


  Finishing one last stitch, London held up the dress with satisfaction, analyzing every detail carefully. With wedding season upon them, she was overloaded with orders and technically didn’t have time for this project, but she’d done it anyway.


  She’d taken the old, castoff wedding dress TeraLyn had purchased at the estate sale and redesigned it into an exquisite blend of vintage and modern. Now she carried it over to the front display window on her side of the shop. Taking down the mannequin, she began dressing it in the new gown. At the very least, this dress would make an excellent display piece to advertise London’s talent in redesigning vintage dresses. Tomorrow, she’d take a few pictures and upload them to her website as well. The dress also might be a good candidate to send to one of the upcoming fashion shows she’d agreed to provide dresses for.


  “London, is that the dress from the yard sale?” TeraLyn asked, approaching with her arms carrying a large box. “That can’t be the one Mom wanted to throw away.”


  “Yes, it is!” London said proudly.


  “It’s beautiful!” TeraLyn oohed, setting the box down and reaching out to finger the material. “How did you do that?”


  London shrugged. “I saw the potential and used a little imagination. I think it turned out even better than I imagined, though.”


  “Here, let me help you,” TeraLyn said, reaching out to steady the mannequin while London tried to dress it. “Dressing a mannequin usually is a two-person job.”


  The two ladies finally succeeded in getting the figure clothed and positioned in the display window. London made sure the dress fell to the floor at just the right angle and asked TeraLyn’s opinion.


  “It’s perfect,” she pronounced with a sigh of pleasure. “That’s the kind of dress I want if I ever get married. And to think, something that looks so elegant and romantic was wadded up in a grab bag from an estate sale.”


  “Yes, but think about the journey this dress must have gone through before that. Part of the reason I love working with vintage dresses is because I get to imagine the stories they hold of the brides that wore them long ago. Helping a bride wear a piece of history on a day that marks the beginning of her future is a very special assignment for me.”


  “What a very romantic way to put it!” With a whimsical smile, TeraLyn reached out and fingered the sleeve of the gown as if hoping a little of that romance might rub off on her.


  “Speaking of history,” London braved, lowering her voice and nervously making sure Rhonda remained occupied with her client. “I couldn’t help but overhear you disagree with Rhonda earlier. Is there something I can help with?”


  TeraLyn smiled sadly. “We weren’t exactly subtle with our conversation. It’s sweet of you to offer, but it’s nothing anyone can help with. If forty years haven’t changed it yet, then nothing can.”


  “Well, if the problem has something to do with a vintage wedding dress, I might be able to work some magic.” She gestured to the mannequin. “It’s kind of my specialty.”


  TeraLyn hesitated, also nervously checking her mother’s position before speaking. “A family wedding dress has been passed down through Mom’s family for generations. Mom’s sister, Sandy, took the dress and married a man her family didn’t approve of. Mom would never admit her family’s prejudice, but I’ve put two and two together. They didn’t like that Sandy married a black man, and it destroyed Sandy’s relationship with her whole family. I honestly don’t think Mom has that kind of prejudice, at least not today, but she followed her family in cutting Sandy off and never forgiving her.”


  “That’s really sad,” London murmured.


  “It is,” TeraLyn agreed. “I have only met Sandy and her husband, Carl, a handful of times in my entire life. They have a large family that includes adopted and foster children. They sound like wonderful people, and I’ve always wanted to meet my cousins and get to know that whole side of the family better. But that’s never been possible. Sandy has called a few times over the years, trying to reach out to Mom on birthdays and holidays. While Mom is usually polite, the rift in the family remains.”


  “Isn’t there anything that can be done?” London asked, feeling TeraLyn’s pain.


  “A couple weeks ago, Sandy’s son, Woong, contacted Mom and asked if she could alter the family wedding dress. It’s Sandy and Carl’s anniversary, and they thought it would be nice to wear the dress. After it arrived, Carl contacted Sandy and asked if, instead, she could cut it up and turn it into a beautiful burial gown that the family could give to a baby who isn’t expected to live.”


  “I’ve heard of people doing that with old wedding gowns,” London said. “I think it’s a beautiful idea.”


  “Yes, but Mom won’t hear of it. She’s decided to keep the dress, even though it isn’t hers. I’m sure Sandy will be very hurt when she finds out, and it will just make the family situation worse. I wish there were something I could do,” TeraLyn said sadly.


  “We can pray,” London said simply. “I don’t think it’s God’s will for families to be so divided and unforgiveness to win. I’ll pray for reconciliation, even if it takes a miracle.”


  “Thank you,” TeraLyn nodded. “After so many years, I think that’s what we’d need.” TeraLyn turned to leave and tripped over the box she’d set on the floor. “Oh, this is the reason I came over here in the first place. Is this box yours?”


  London took the box and opened the loose lid. Handwritten letters and pictures, some of which looked almost like art created by a child, crammed the box. It looked like a box of mementos whose value was really only in the eyes of the owner.


  “Yes, it’s mine!” London said excitedly. Opening the box, she snatched up a letter and quickly read it. When she finished, London gently put the letter down to wipe at the moisture collecting in the corners of her eyes.


  “I’m sorry I opened it,” TeraLyn apologized remorsefully, assuming London’s tears were her fault. “It was with all of the other shipments this morning, and it didn’t occur to me to look at the name on the box. I’m not yet used to two shops located at the same address. When I didn’t recognize it, I found your name on the lid. Are you making a scrapbook?”


  “No, not at all,” London picked out a few hand-drawn pictures and studied them while distractedly answering TeraLyn. “This is one of my new projects. I was contacted by another bridal shop—Dorothy Branch Bridal—asking if I could do this custom order for a bride named Traci. Dorothy told me enough of the details that I knew I couldn’t say no, but I didn’t know the full request until Traci’s letter arrived in the box. The letter explains that Traci wants a custom wedding gown, but it’s a very specific one, which is why Ms. Branch contacted me. This box contains a collection of mementos telling the story of the wedding Traci’s mom has been planning for her for years. Some of the items in here date back to when Traci was a little girl. Even then, her mother was sketching a dress for her daughter’s big day. Unfortunately, Traci’s mom is terminally ill and not expected to live past about six months. Before she dies, Traci wants to have the wedding her mother has always planned.”


  “Wow! What a project! So, you have to look at the mother’s drawings and descriptions and create a dress to match?”


  “Yes, but I think it’ll be a little more difficult than that. Look at these pictures. Not all of them are even close to the same. As her little girl grew up, so did the mother’s plans for the wedding dress and the rest of the ceremony. The design changed with the mother’s tastes and dreams. I have to search through these and create a wedding gown that can capture the spirit of what the mother wanted for her daughter.”


  TeraLyn picked up a scrap of paper that looked like it had been colored with crayons. “I can see that will be just a little challenging.”


  “Yes, but I love a challenge, especially one that contains a great story and a good cause.”


  “Well, after seeing what you did with a yard sale dress, I can’t wait to see what you can do with a box of scraps!” TeraLyn carefully replaced the paper in the box and looked back at London encouragingly.


  “I just hope I can do something that meets with Traci’s approval. With something as important as her mother’s memory, there’s quite a bit of pressure to get it right.”


  “Well, I’m sure—”


  London’s cell phone rang from where it sat by her work and desk area. With a smile and a wave to TeraLyn, she hurried to answer it.


  Seeing the contact flash on the screen, she answered it, “Hi, Brooke.”


  “Hi, London. Are you busy tomorrow?” Brooke’s voice sounded strained and stressed.


  “No, I’m not,” London said without hesitation. If Brooke needed help, London would cancel whatever she needed to be there. “What do you need?”


  “I have a wedding tomorrow, and Tylee is sick with the stomach flu. Do you think you can come help deliver and set up the flowers?”


  Tylee was Brooke’s assistant at the floral shop. Without her, it would be nearly impossible for Brooke to pull off the flowers for an entire wedding herself. “Sure, I can do that. Do you also need help tonight?”


  “Are you available?” Brooke asked, relief dawning in her voice. “I don’t want you to cancel anything, but I’m so behind! I was even thinking of trying to recruit Dylan to help.”


  London had sudden visions of Brooke’s fiancé attempting to arrange flowers with disastrous results. “Oh, goodness! Don’t do that! We both know Dylan can do wonders with business and charm the socks off anyone, but he doesn’t possess a creative bone in his body. I’ll be at the shop as soon as I finish here.”


  “Thanks, London. You’re a lifesaver.”


  “Hold on,” she said before Brooke could hang up. “My help isn’t completely free. If I do all this work for you, you need to do something for me.”


  “Okay,” Brooke said slowly with a great deal of hesitation.


  “I need you to make the time to approve the final design for your wedding gown and the bridesmaid dresses. I know you’re horribly busy with wedding season, but so am I. If we’re actually planning to get you married off to Dylan before the end of the summer, I need to get the dresses done.”


  “Deal,” Brooke said, the smile in her voice obvious.


  London hung up the phone and carried the box to her work table, knowing she needed to make some good progress in the next few hours. She immediately began looking through and sorting the items in the box, her heart alternately smiling and grieving over the mother’s dreams for her little girl. Picking up one of the earlier drawings of a dress, London studied the crude lines that swirled into butterflies that floated up to a full skirt.


  London smiled with satisfaction. In her mind, Traci’s dress started to take shape. Eagerly, she examined the later drawings, the image becoming more defined. Finally, she took out her sketchbook and whispered excitedly, “I’ll call it the “Butterfly Dress!”
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  The soft sound drew London to a stop in the hallway. With the flower arrangement balanced precariously in her hands, she waited, listening.


  There it was again.


  It sounded like someone crying. Unable to walk away, London followed the sound to a closed door a few feet away. Reaching out, she knocked lightly.


  “I’ll be out in a second,” a muffled voice called.


  London started to continue down the hall. They’d brought all of the flowers through the church’s side entrance, and Brooke had instructed her to place this flower arrangement where the guests signed in at the church entrance. Guests were already beginning to arrive, and if she didn’t put the flowers in place, Brooke would be upset.


  But she couldn’t do it. Someone in that room was distraught, and London couldn’t walk away. Instead, she reached out, turned the handle, and slowly opened it.


  In the center of the room, a bride sat on the floor in a bundle of white fluff surrounding a red face and swollen eyes.


  Quickly setting the flower arrangement on a side table, London hurried over and knelt in front of her.


  “What’s wrong, Danielle?” London asked, immediately recognizing the bride as the same one who’d been in Rhonda’s shop a couple weeks ago.


  Danielle hiccupped and tried to dash the tears away from her cheeks. “I’ll be okay. I’m just having a moment.”


  “Danielle, you’re not okay. Tell me what’s wrong. Maybe I can help. Do you not want to get married?”


  Danielle’s eyes flew wide. “No, it’s not that! I love Justin, and I very much want to marry him. If I didn’t, I’d never consent to wear this ridiculous dress!” She reached out, grabbed fistfuls of the abundant skirt and lifted them up as evidence.”


  Oh, no! She still hates the dress that her mother and Rhonda insisted on!


  “I’m London Hutchins. I’m a dress designer. Stand up and let me look. Maybe it isn’t as bad as you think.”


  “I know who you are,” Danielle said tearfully. “I’ve seen your dresses on the red carpet. I love your style, and I wanted to see if you had anything at all in my price range, but my mom wouldn’t hear of it.”


  London’s heart wrenched. I should have said something!


  Unfortunately, she clearly remembered wanting to offer her help when Danielle came to the shop, but she had feared upsetting Rhonda. Now it was too late.


  “Come on,” London urged, keeping her voice confident and optimistic. “Stand up. Let me look at you.”


  Still sniffling, Danielle obediently stood and turned around to face a full-length mirror.


  London swallowed with difficulty. Unfortunately, there was no way to disguise the fact that Danielle was right. The dress had been hideous two weeks ago, and if possible, it was even more hideous on the actual wedding day.


  “You don’t need to say anything,” Danielle said, hanging her head dejectedly. “I know it’s bad. I should have stood up for myself and insisted on a dress I actually like. This whole thing really is my own fault.”


  London wished she could just lie and assure Danielle that the dress was actually flattering. But it wasn’t, and she couldn’t be dishonest. Instead, she made a full circle around the dress, thoroughly inspecting everything from the high neck, to the ridiculous puffy long sleeves that ended in gloves, to the heavily appliqued bodice and unnecessarily voluminous skirt.


  “I’m sorry, Danielle. When you were in the shop, I thought other dresses would be much more flattering, but I didn’t speak up because you weren’t my client. I didn’t want to offend anyone or step on Rhonda’s toes. I should have spoken up and at least offered to redesign this dress.”


  More tears squeezed out of Danielle’s eyes. “That’s really sweet of you, Ms. Hutchins, but it isn’t your fault. The blame rests solely on these puffed-sleeved shoulders of mine.”


  “I hate the sleeves, too,” London murmured, thinking. Then suddenly deciding, she spoke quickly. “You’re getting married in thirty minutes. We may have about fifteen minutes before your bridesmaids show up. We don’t have time to do a complete redesign on the dress, but I can do a few things. I have my scissors and a few supplies in the car. With your permission, I’ll cut off the awful sleeves. We’ll ditch the gloves and the veil, and I’ll tie a blue sash at the waist. There isn’t a lot I can do with the skirt without a sewing machine, but without the sleeves and with the sash to detract attention, I think it will work.”


  Hope lit in Danielle’s eyes for the first time. “Do it,” she said firmly.


  London grabbed the flower arrangement and delivered it to its designated location before sprinting to her car and covertly grabbing her supplies.


  Finding Brooke, she quickly whispered, “The bride has a dress emergency.”


  Brooke looked alarmed, but immediately understood that London was on the job. She nodded, “Go fix it. I’ll be fine.”


  Careful not to be seen, London snuck back into the church and the bride’s dressing room.


  With scissors poised in position over the atrocious sleeve, she asked Danielle one more time, “Are you sure?”


  “Yes. Very,” she replied without even a trace of uncertainty.


  With a deep breath, London made the first cut. The rest went quickly after that. With the sleeves missing, London then took a length of blue, translucent chiffon and tied it around Danielle’s small waist right where the bodice met the skirt.


  She then had Danielle sit, and she redid the girl’s hair and makeup. Instead of the dramatic style that piled all of Danielle’s dark hair atop her head in a mass of curls that would make any woman from the ‘80s proud, London opted for a simpler hairstyle, pulling part of the hair up, but leaving the rest down. Finally, she reapplied the makeup that had been smeared and washed away with tears. Again, instead of the heavy makeup, complete with blue eyeshadow and thick tarantula eyes, London took a subtler approach.


  “You’re done,” London pronounced, offering her hand to help Danielle back to the mirror.


  Danielle gasped at the sight. “I’m beautiful!”


  “Yes, you are,” London said proudly. “I know it’s not exactly what you wanted, but it’s the best I can do. And you look lovely.”


  Danielle threw her arms around London, more tears squeezing out her eyes. “Thank you. I love it so much.”


  “Now, no more crying. I spent too much time on that makeup!”


  The bridesmaids arrived at that exact instant, not even realizing the dress had been redesigned in the past fifteen minutes. They oohed and ahhed appropriately, causing Danielle’s skin to glow even more with happiness.


  The changes made the dress better than London had anticipated. Danielle looked like a fairy tale princess, and in a very good way.


  With one last look of satisfaction, London slipped out with no one noticing and went back to find Brooke.


  While London was busy, Brooke had finished with the flowers in both the sanctuary and the reception hall and waited for London by the front door. “Are you ready?” she asked.


  “Let’s wait just a minute,” London delayed, pulling Brooke over to find a corner in the entryway to the sanctuary.


  A few minutes later, Danielle made her entrance, and the two sisters peeked into the sanctuary as she walked down the aisle.


  “London, that’s a beautiful dress,” Brooke whispered. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”


  London’s gaze scanned the guests and the wedding party, taking note of one very upset mother of the bride, one very shocked Rhonda Snow, and one beaming bride.
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  London read the small card and smiled. Adam was such a sweet guy. She’d had to cancel on him twice in the past week. Even though she’d tried to explain about helping her sister and the fact that this was her busy season, Adam had been understandably upset.


  Then, today, Brooke had shown up with a delivery of roses bearing a card that read,


  I miss you. Tell me when I can see you again.


  Adam.


  Though slightly embarrassing to know that her sister took down the personal message and made the delivery, London knew it was unavoidable. Brooke owned the only florist shop in town, which ensured that by the end of the day, London’s entire family would have the updated information on London’s relationship with Adam.


  Saturday. London would make a point of keeping Saturday free for Adam.


  It wasn’t like she was avoiding him. She’d just been so busy that she hadn’t talked to Mason either. In fact, she suspected Mason was on location out of the country. She hadn’t heard from him in a few days, and she couldn’t help the curiosity and worry from creeping into her thoughts, which was ridiculous. So far, her chats with Mason had just been friendly, and she started to hope that, in the absence of a romantic relationship, they really could be friends. But that didn’t stop her eyes from straying to the magazine racks and her hands from switching on the TV to the evening celebrity gossip show. Somehow any information about Mason, even if it wasn’t true, was preferable to no information.


  London sighed, realizing not for the first time that she was messed up.


  “No, I’m sorry, I can’t do that.”


  Rhonda’s voice across the room caught London’s attention. Instead of Rhonda’s usual sugary-sweet tone, her tone speaking into the phone was quite firm and business-like.


  “Yes, a deposit was made, but the order was canceled weeks ago. I can’t reopen a canceled order,” she said firmly.


  Then after a pause, she spoke again, her voice devoid of any warmth or emotion. “I’m sorry about that. I’m sure your bride will be just as happy with a different wedding dress. Goodbye.”


  Rhonda hung up the phone.


  “What was that about?” TeraLyn asked. “Was that a guy calling about a wedding dress?”


  “Yes. Ridiculous, isn’t it?” Rhonda huffed indignantly, though she kept her voice hushed. “A woman placed a dress order a few weeks ago and then canceled it. Then this guy calls, claiming to be her groom and asking me to fulfill that original order for his bride. Of course, I won’t. A dress is difficult to sell after it’s been altered. What if I alter the dress and then the woman cancels again? How’s a man to know what a woman wants anyway? After a cancellation like that, I make it a policy to never work with that particular client again. Your father always says I need to use good business sense, and this is one of those cases.”


  “It is rather romantic that he wanted to order her wedding dress, don’t you think?” TeraLyn asked.


  Rhonda shot a glance London’s direction, and London immediately looked away, pretending absorption in her own work. “No, I don’t. It’s foolish, and I don’t have time to jump through hoops for a client who treated me badly with a cancellation.”


  “But didn’t you still get the nonrefundable deposit?” TeraLyn asked uncertainly.


  Rhonda sent another nervous look London’s way, checking once again the status of London’s eavesdropping. “Yes, but that’s beside the point,” Rhonda hissed. “It was still inappropriate to cancel, and I won’t tolerate it!”


  At the tinkle of the bell above the door, Rhonda’s tone and entire demeanor suddenly changed. “Oh, there you are, my dear! Come in! I’ve been waiting for this day for a long time. You’re such a special young lady, and now you have a special young man! I just told Mr. Snow last month that I couldn’t wait until Kelli Atkinson got married. I just knew you’d be a beautiful bride. Just you wait, we’ll find you the perfect gown!”


  With that, Rhonda was off on her usual exuberant spiel, and London tried to tune her out. Apparently with the same goal, TeraLyn hid in the back working on dress alterations. London fought the urge to go talk to her, knowing she needed to finish the redesign on the heirloom family dress from Texas she’d received last week. She’d also been working on the “Butterfly Dress.” With a design finalized, she was ready to start the construction as soon as she finished the “Texas Belle” gown, as she’d come to label it.


  Unfortunately, things hadn’t been the same for London since Danielle’s wedding last weekend, and focusing on her own work was still extremely difficult. After seeing first-hand the results of Rhonda’s methods, everything the older woman did seemed to grate on London’s nerves.


  Most aggravating to London was that Rhonda put on a good show. Everyone in town thought she was the nicest person ever, but in London’s estimation, nice people weren’t over-bearing to the point of disregarding others’ feelings and wishes. And nice people tried to help when a groom called seeking a wedding dress for his bride.


  “Oh, I love it!” came the call from across the room. “This is the one!” The petite bride twirled in front of the triple mirror like a little girl practicing for her role as princess.


  “Oh, sweetheart,” came the mother’s immediate response. “That’s not a wedding gown. It doesn’t even hit the floor, let alone have a train. You need something classic, not trendy.”


  “Let’s try on a few more,” Rhonda encouraged. “That tea-length dress isn’t one of my favorites. It’s not something I would have personally ordered for the shop. It came through with other dresses from a brand I carry. Most people don’t like the tea length and simple style. It doesn’t really say ‘bride’ like some of these others for you to try.”


  “But I like it,” Kelli insisted.


  London snuck a peek up at the dress, immediately deciding that she agreed with Kelli. With Kelli’s petite frame, the simple dress suited her perfectly.


  “I’m not saying ‘no,’” the mother said. “I’m just saying you need to try on a few more dresses.”


  Rhonda put a comforting arm around Kelli and encouraged, “Kelli, dear, I do have a rule that a bride who visits my shop is required to try on more than one dress. “


  “Fine,” Kelli acquiesced.


  The next thirty minutes passed with Kelli trying on multiple dresses from Rhonda’s definition of “classic” to London’s definition of “gaudy,” which were really actually quite close on the design spectrum. No other dress chased away the misery on Kelli’s face, let alone filled it with the beaming joy of the first one.


  “Oh, I like this one!” Kelli’s mother said, gushing over the fancy piece Kelli stepped out in. “This is it. Don’t you feel beautiful?”


  “No, not at all,” Kelli replied, looking at herself in the mirror. “I like the first dress. That’s the one I want.”


  Rhonda smiled condescendingly and put a hand on the bride’s arm comfortingly. “Kelli, dear, this one is a classic design that will stand the test of time. Many brides choose trendy dresses. Ten years pass, and they feel ridiculous when looking at the pictures.”


  London stifled a groan. In her honest opinion, Rhonda’s classic dress qualified in the trendy category from about twenty to thirty years ago. A thick, white collar rounded her neck and attached to a sheer material that extended to where the rest of the dress met in a heavily-adorned sweetheart neckline. The applique and beading on the bodice probably made the dress weigh more than the bride. The skirt extended out into a bell shape that was periodically adorned with more beading and matching pieces of applique. It was definitely “classic” in that it was the typical, extravagant style Rhonda loved.


  “It’s my wedding. Shouldn’t I get to choose what dress I wear?” Kelli asked, anger seeping into her voice.


  Good for you, Kelli! London silently cheered. Stand your ground!


  “Of course, dear!” her mother said. “Wasn’t there a pair of shoes you loved? We’ll definitely get those. I’m paying for the dress, however, so I think we should go with the wise counsel of Mrs. Snow.”


  “Mom, the dresses are the same price! And I hate this one!”


  “It will look so much better when it’s altered to fit you,” Rhonda assured. “It’s too big at the moment, but we’ll take it in here and here, and it will be perfect. You’ll be stunning!”


  London winced. Kelli would definitely be stunning, but not in a good way. The dress completely overpowered her. No one would be able to see the bride for the gleaming sail of a dress.


  “Yes, I’m sure the alterations will make all the difference,” the mother agreed. “You just can’t see how much you’ll love it when you don’t have the full picture. Rhonda, will you be able to make the alterations and have it shipped to arrive in two weeks? I know it’s short notice.”


  “Of course,” Rhonda assured. “I do wish the wedding were here in Crossroads, but I understand. It sounds like your fiancé’s family home is beautiful.”


  “Oh, it really is,” the mother beamed. “I wouldn’t feel right about Kelli getting married so quickly, but they want something small and near the beach. Jeff’s parents live in a beautiful location, and this dress will be perfect.”


  London moaned, Oh no! Not a beach wedding! That dress is enough to overpower a massive cathedral! It will look like a ridiculous joke on the beach!


  “I want the tea-length dress,” Kelli said adamantly.


  Yes! That dress is definitely perfect for either a beach or garden wedding!


  Her mother patted her daughter’s hand consolingly and spoke quietly to Rhonda. “We’ll take this one. Trust me, dear. You’ll thank me later. Thirty years from now, when you look back at the pictures, you’ll be glad you chose the classic.”


  “But I didn’t choose it.” Kelli jerked her hand away. “You did.”


  Her mother smiled tolerantly as if Kelli were a silly child. “Rhonda knows what she’s doing. Just wait until the dress arrives. You’ll see I’m right.”


  Though London could almost see steam rising from Kelli’s face, she went and changed while her mother finalized the details with Rhonda. Before she returned, it was done, and the decision had been finalized.


  The whole scene made London want to cry. Yet again, Rhonda had railroaded a bride. Just like Danielle, Kelli would likely spend her wedding day in tears. Thirty years from now, it wouldn’t matter the current fashion, all Kelli would remember was the sadness of not getting the dress she wanted. Instead of joy, those pictures would only remind her of pain.


  That thought was too much for London, and her emotions took a sudden shift from sadness to anger. She worked to give brides the best day of their lives, one they can look back on and feel joy in every aspect. A wedding was a bride’s day to live the fairy tale, and she should get to wear the dress she felt beautiful in!


  She couldn’t do it anymore. She couldn’t watch Rhonda steal the romance and joy from a bride and wrap it up with a pretense that she was doing what was best for them.


  Seeing that Rhonda was occupied taking measurements of a very upset Kelli, London put her work down and snuck over to the phone. She then grabbed the cordless receiver, hid it under the hem of her shirt, and casually walked to the back storage area. TeraLyn gazed at her curiously, but London focused on her mission.


  She entered the large storage closet at the rear of the shop, found a corner in between two shelving units, took out the phone. Before she could change her mind, she scrolled through the caller id to the last incoming call and pressed to redial.


  The line was answered on the second ring.


  “Hello, my name is London Hutchins. I work in the same building with Rhonda Snow at Snow White Bridal. I heard you had a request with a previously canceled order, and I was wondering if I could help.”


  “Ummm… yes,” the man on the other end stammered, surprised. “But, I talked to Mrs. Snow before, and she said she couldn’t help me.”


  “Well, I’m not Mrs. Snow,” London replied firmly. “Why don’t you tell me what you need?”


  “Well, I wanted to find out about an order with Snow White Bridal from a few weeks ago,” the man explained hesitantly. “The bride loved the dress, but she had to cancel the order after she found out she was expected to wear the family dress. But I want her to have the dress she wants, not the one others want her to wear.”


  Ah! A man after my own heart! London thought appreciatively.


  “What was the name on the order?” London asked, searching for something to write the name down with.


  “Lara Priest.”


  Lara Priest! London froze.


  Lara was London’s friend. She had come by to see London soon after London moved and set up shop in Crossroads. She’d originally wanted London to design her a dress, but she’d actually found a dress she loved on Rhonda’s side of the shop. London had felt relieved. With the move and her existing orders, creating a custom dress for Lara would have been difficult. Unfortunately, she hadn’t talked to Lara since her friend had chosen her dress, and London had no idea she’d canceled the order.


  Suddenly, Rhonda’s strange behavior earlier made more sense. Rhonda knew Lara was London’s friend, and she hadn’t wanted London overhearing what had happened with the order. It went without saying that London wouldn’t approve of the way Rhonda handled it.


  With her friend involved, London knew she needed to help however she could, regardless of Rhonda’s wishes. After all, their friendship is the reason Lara had come into the shop to begin with. Now London felt responsible and knew she needed to make things right. However, she didn’t understand why Lara hadn’t called London with the problem directly.


  “So, you’re the groom? You’re Lara’s fiancé?” London asked. She’d never met Lara’s fiancé. She didn’t remember his name, but if this current conversation was any indication, Lara’s guy definitely was a keeper.


  The man hesitated. “Hopefully.”


  “And your name is?


  “Ty Jamison.”


  That name did seem familiar. Truth be told, the man sounded so hesitant and adorable that London would want to bend over backward to help him, even if she didn’t know Lara.


  Even still, London hesitated. So far, it didn’t sound like Ty recognized her as Lara’s friend. Should she admit the connection? She was dying to know all the details of the canceled order and Ty’s plans. But what if she said something and Ty clammed up? Was this a covert operation that he would be hesitant to share with a friend of Lara’s? Maybe he wouldn’t want to risk her spilling the beans.


  Most importantly, London needed to look out for her friend, even if that meant engaging in a little undercover work on both ends of this transaction.


  “Does Lara know you’re calling to reorder her dress?” London asked directly. She thought she already knew the answer, but she needed Ty to spell out his intentions.


  “N-No,” Ty admitted hesitantly. “I want to surprise her with the gown she really wants.”


  London felt a thrill race through her. What a romantic gesture for a groom to make sure his bride got her dream dress!


  This is definitely a cause I can get behind!


  London stood, scanning the shelves around her. “Let’s see,” she murmured. “The order was placed under Lara’s name.” Rhonda usually put orders in this closet before working on them. If an order was canceled, it probably stayed in here.


  “Just give me a minute,” she said, setting the phone down to reach for a few boxes. It took several minutes of rummaging through the crammed closet until she finally found a box labeled with the name, “Lara Priest.”


  Opening it up, she pulled out the dress, giving it a thorough inspection. Seeing a folded piece of paper in the box, she snatched it up, recognizing it as the original order form with a few brief notes.


  “Are you still there, Ty?” London asked, picking the phone back up.


  “Yes,” he replied.


  “I found the dress. It looks like Lara made a deposit, so you’ll just need to pay the remainder. The order note indicates the dress was to be altered, but it isn’t marked as completed. The measurements aren’t here, though. I can do the alterations and ship it out right away, but I’ll need Lara’s measurements.”


  “Um… okay. What kind of measurements?”


  “Just the standard. Bust, waist, hips.”


  “B-b-b…” Ty cleared his throat. “Would I find those on her driver’s license?”


  London laughed. “I certainly hope not!”


  While London could make guesses on Lara’s measurements, there was no way she could get them exact without real numbers. She bit her lip, thinking about how to help while keeping her cover in place. “I remember Lara coming to the bridal shop with her friend, Brenna. Can she help you with getting the measurements?”


  “No, not really. No one knows what I’m doing, and I need to keep it that way.”


  Drat! Ty’s secret meant that London would not be able to get any info from either Lara or Brenna until after the wedding. She would need to keep quiet so as not risk spoiling Ty’s surprise.


  “Then you’ll need to get the measurements yourself,” London said firmly, feeling strongly that the alterations needed to be perfect. “I can’t make sure the dress fits without the measurements.”


  “Would it work to measure the other dress?” Ty asked. “That one already fits her.”


  “That should work, but you’ll need to measure in the right places.


  “Like up to down? I can spread the thing out. Do you want it in feet?”


  London stifled a laugh. The poor guy doesn’t have a clue what he’s doing! “Like I said, I’ll need the bust, waist, and hips measurements.”


  “The b-b-b… Where is that exactly?”


  “The breast area, Ty.”


  Silence.


  “Um… how? Like the circumference? From one to the other?”


  London smiled. He’s so out of his element! I think I’ll mention the word breast a few more times, just to mess with him!


  London was usually more serious than some of her other siblings. Geneva and Sydney were horrible teases. However, that gene didn’t entirely escape London’s DNA, and the temptation proved a little too much where Ty Jamison was concerned. Besides, this would be a hilarious story to tell Lara after the fact!


  “Ok, so you’ll want to measure the distance around from front to back, centering your measurement in the middle of the breast, in the center of where she’d wear her bra.”


  If someone could blush through the phone, London was sure the handset would be fire engine red.


  “B-b-b… Um… Maybe we should try the hips first. Is that one easier? Then I can work up to the b-b-other one.”


  I’m not sure if he’s trying to say breasts or bust, but if he stutters over it one more time, I won’t survive this conversation to do a single thing with whatever he measures!


  “Sure,” she managed, her voice tight with suppressed laughter. “Her hips would be the area right about her panty line, around the fullest part of her rear.”


  Silence.


  London imagined Ty’s reaction to the words “panty line” and speculated on whether he would now start stuttering in p’s.


  Rummaging sounds broke the silence on the other end of the line. Then, after a few minutes, he came back, “Should I be measuring on the inside? I bet this thing is a good inch bigger on the outside with all these bits and bunches.”


  Instead of waiting for a response, Ty was gone again, with more rummaging and knocking sounds. When he came back, he was quite breathless, “Hey, Miss Hutchins, do they make padded bridal underwear? Maybe we can just make the dress too big and pad it out… Maybe a blow-up thing that expands to fill it based on how much too big it is.”


  London clapped a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing. Her eyes watered with the effort. Poor Ty sounded so very serious!


  Sucking in a deep breath, she finally responded. “Actually, Ty, I really need precise measurements. Last I checked, all inflatable underwear was completely out of stock. Hey, I have an idea. I know it’s really difficult to get measurements on a dress with nobody inside it. How about you try the dress on yourself. If you know your measurements, then you can figure out how much smaller the dress is!”


  She was horrible. She knew it. But she couldn’t resist! Only true love will make this man actually try on that wedding dress!


  “Yeah, I’m not sure I can do that,” Ty’s reluctance was endearing, but London couldn’t let him off easily.


  “Oh, but that’s the best way to get the other measurements I need.”


  “Other measurements?”


  “Yes, it would be so helpful to know how heavy that dress is. Also, if I could get a measurement from the crotch area, up past the bust to the neckline, that would be very helpful.”


  “C-c-, b-b-b-?”


  “Yes. Crotch and bust. You know what those are, right? The crotch is the—”


  “I know!” Ty said quickly.


  “Why don’t you just get all of those measurements and email them to me directly.” She gave her email address, but, feeling a little guilty, she couldn’t help but amend. “If you just get me the bust, hips, and waist measurements, that should be enough, even if you don’t get the others.”


  “Ok,” Ty responded, his voice thready. “Are you sure? You think you might be able to find some inflatable underwear, after all?” Ty’s tone changed, and he mused thoughtfully, “You know, that might be a great new business for brides since they’re always working to try to stay small enough for new dresses. They could just order ones too big and inflate to whatever they needed.”


  “I’m sure I can figure something out,” London replied. She needed to get off the phone quickly or else she wouldn’t make it before the giggles finally burst the dam of her control.


  “Thanks for your help, Miss Hutchins.”


  “Good luck, Ty.”


  “Um… just one more question. The waist? Where would I find that?”


  “That’s the smallest part of the dress. In between the hips and the bust. That one should probably be the easiest one to measure.”


  “Okay,” he said, though clearly nothing was actually okay. “Do they make inflatable belts to go with the underwear? Maybe you should pick one of those up, too, just in case. And something for the b-b-b—“


  “Don’t hurt yourself, Ty. Just get me some numbers, and I’ll take care of the rest.”


  She disconnected the call and spent the next five minutes leaning on one of the shelving units for support as she finally gave in to the massive gush of pent-up laughter.


  Even if Ty didn’t get her the exact measurements, she would do whatever she could to get the dress for Lara. With as much experience as she had, she should be able to guess Lara’s measurements just based on her memory.


  Though the measurements may not be for certain, London was completely sure of one thing: Ty Jamison was madly in love with Lara Priest, and she would go behind Rhonda’s back to help make sure that man got his bride.
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  “Psst… TeraLyn, can I talk to you?” London asked, peeking around the rack of wedding dresses and trying to get TeraLyn’s attention while nervously eying Rhonda’s position at the front desk.


  Immediately understanding the secrecy, TeraLyn stood and snuck over to where London stood hidden behind the dresses. “What is it?” she asked.


  “Can you meet me for lunch at the deli in five minutes? I don’t want to talk here, and I don’t really want anyone too curious about why we’re going to lunch together.”


  TeraLyn nodded, her eyes sparkling with the adventure of a secret meeting. “Sure. You can sneak out the back. I’ll wait a few minutes and then tell my mom I’m going to get a sandwich.”


  London headed out back and walked to the deli, her thoughts tumbling over each other as she wondered whether she was doing the right thing. It had been two days since she’d decided to help Ty and Lara. Two days since she’d determined to do what she could to help those who might be hurt by Rhonda’s methods. Yet this issue seemed bigger than just going behind Rhonda’s back to fulfill an order that had previously been placed. After all, Rhonda would still receive the money for the dress, and no harm would be done.


  But this other issue was personal, and London really had no business interfering. Unfortunately, she couldn’t get it out of her head. Finally, after desperation settled in following two sleepless nights, she decided that if she was going to do something, she would need an accomplice.


  London ordered a sandwich and found a seat. A few minutes later, TeraLyn arrived. After placing her order, she took a seat across from London.


  “The story you told me about Rhonda and the family wedding dress is really bothering me,” she admitted, deciding to get straight to the point. “I know it isn’t any of my business, but I’d like to help.”


  Sadness immediately clouded TeraLyn’s face. “I’m not sure how you can help. You’ll never convince Mom to cut up that wedding dress.”


  “But it isn’t hers,” London pointed out. “Your aunt’s family sent the dress to your mom with the expectation that she follow their wishes. By keeping the dress and not following their instructions, she’s stealing it. That dress doesn’t belong to her any more than it belongs to you.”


  “To me?” TeraLyn asked, startled.


  “You are her daughter and a member of the family,” London pointed out. “I think you should have just as much say in it as your mom.”


  “What is it you think I should do?” TeraLyn asked, a little bewildered.


  London sighed. “I have a confession. I read the emails from Woong and your uncle about the dress. The email isn’t password protected on that computer, so the messages were there when I used it. After reading them, I have a hard time believing it right to let Rhonda do something this wrong. The dress isn’t hers. But it isn’t my family. I don’t feel like I can do anything without the permission of someone in the family. TeraLyn, I need your permission.”


  “What can you do?” she whispered, eyes wide.


  “I want to grant the family’s wishes and cut up the dress into a gown for that baby.”


  TeraLyn stared at her for a solid ten seconds. Then she blinked and answered firmly. “Do it.”


  “Are you sure? If and when your mom finds out, she’ll likely be very angry at both of us. She’s harbored unforgiveness about this dress for so many years. She’ll probably revoke my lease, which I am fine with. But the risk to you is greater, and I won’t hide the fact that I acted with your permission.”


  “I understand. And you won’t need to tell her. When she finds out what happened, I will tell her myself that I told you to do it. She’s wrong on this. I’m tired of this family feud, and I want someone somewhere to do the right thing. I’m willing to be that someone, even if it costs me.”


  London smiled, “Thata girl. I knew you had some spunk hidden in there. Good for you!”


  TeraLyn nodded. “I don’t agree with a lot of my mom’s tactics, and I don’t want to be like her ‘when I grow up.’ It’s probably past time I started standing up to her. Thank you for reminding me that it’s important to stand up to bullies, even if the bully is your mother.”


  “I think there is a way you can make your voice heard while still being respectful,” London said. “If you want to try to talk to Rhonda and give her another chance to do the work herself, then I’m fine with that.”


  “No, I want you to make the infant gown, but I’d like to help. Then we’ll mail it off without saying a word to her. If she finds out our plans beforehand, she will hide the dress and stop us from doing it. There’s no convincing her. I will talk to her sometime later and confess.”


  “You’re saying that, in this case, it’s better to ask for forgiveness than permission.”


  “That’s exactly right,” TeraLyn nodded firmly.


  “Why don’t you come to my apartment tonight, and we’ll get it done. We can ship it off tomorrow morning.”


  The two finished their sandwiches with a little small talk and headed back to the store. They didn’t bother making a secret entrance. Even if they arrived back from lunch at the same time, Rhonda wouldn’t necessarily realize they’d been talking.


  As they approached, London thought once again about what a cute building it was for a bridal shop. In fact, if Rhonda wasn’t so difficult, the arrangement would be just about perfect.


  The old brick building perched on Main Street full of old-fashioned charm. Two large display windows wore hats of classic awnings, and in between them stood the front door. The sign above the door read “Snow White Bridal.” Over the awning on London’s side of the shop, a much smaller placard announced a simple “London Hutchins Designs.”


  London loved those display windows. Of course, she felt her display superior to Rhonda’s. Rhonda’s display window crammed lots of frills, lace, and even sequins around several mannequins donned with equally ostentatious dresses.


  London’s display, on the other hand, featured only one dress with an old-fashioned display to match. Below the mannequin, London had spread an old journal, some vintage shoes, a paper fan, and some pictures of dress designs from the late 1800s.


  She liked the whole picture, especially the centerpiece. Even she couldn’t have imagined TeraLyn’s yard sale find would turn out so—


  “Where’s the dress?” London gasped, rushing forward and gazing frantically through the glass as if expecting the dress to be shoved in the corner of the window.


  “What?” TeraLyn asked, hurrying to her side.


  “Where’s the dress I redesigned for the window display? Remember? You bought it at a yard sale, I redesigned it, and then you helped me put it in the display window right there. But it’s gone!”


  In the place of the redesigned antique dress, the mannequin had been hastily redressed in a frilly number London didn’t even recognize. The dress didn’t even hang straight, and one of the sleeves fell halfway off the mannequin’s arm.


  “That’s one of Mom’s gowns,” TeraLyn murmured.


  London spun on her heel and marched into the shop. Why would Rhonda touch anything in London’s display window? More importantly, where was the dress?


  Rhonda was with a customer when London marched up to her. “Rhonda, I need to speak with you, please.”


  “Certainly, my dear. Just let me finish with this client, and I’ll be right with you.”


  “No, I need to speak with you now,” London said firmly. “TeraLyn can help. Hopefully, it will just take a minute.”


  Right on cue, TeraLyn stepped up with a smile and introduced herself to the ladies clustered around a rack of dresses.


  Rhonda pursed her lips, but knowing she couldn’t cause a scene, she stepped away from the group.


  “Where is my dress that was in my window display?” she asked immediately.


  Rhonda’s eyes brightened. “Oh, I haven’t had a chance to tell you! I sold it for you!”


  “You what?” London asked, disbelieving.


  “I sold it! A tourist saw it in the window soon after you put it on display. She wanted it. I named a fair price, and she bought it on the spot!”


  “That wasn’t your dress to sell! I didn’t even have a price tag on it.”


  “I beg your pardon,” Rhonda said, putting a hand to her neck in shock. “It was my dress. TeraLyn purchased it. Now, to be fair, I was already planning to split the profits with you. That seemed only fair since you sewed a bit of lace onto it and put it through the wash.”


  “Rhonda, you were throwing it away! You didn’t want it and said I could have it.”


  Rhonda looked confused. “That’s not the way I remember it, my dear. I thought it was a cooperative effort.” Her face melted into a hurt expression. “I’m sorry, London. I thought I was doing you a favor and helping you sell that dress. I didn’t mean to offend you.”


  London breathed deeply. Rhonda said the right words. On paper, London should be understanding of the mistake and let things go. In reality, it all seemed like a show. Underneath all of those sweet words, London suspected that Rhonda knew exactly what she’d done. She knew that dress was London’s but couldn’t pass off a quick sale. Now she was attempting to redefine her theft as a favor.


  “I didn’t even have a price tag on that dress,” London tried to explain again. “I didn’t intend to sell it. I wanted it for the display, and I intended to use it for an upcoming fashion show of my work. For future reference, please don’t ever touch one of my dresses, even if you think you’re doing me a favor.”


  “Well, if you were smart, you would make another few just like that one and let me sell them for you. I could have sold that one multiple times over. In fact, the one girl who called was quite upset that it sold. I don’t know if you promised it to her or what. She said it was for her aunt.”


  “Her aunt?” Electricity shot through London’s veins. “What was her name?”


  “I don’t know. The girl was upset enough that she showed up here at the shop a few days later with a guy. They wanted the information on the woman who bought the dress, which I didn’t give them, of course.”


  Rhonda’s cheeks turned slightly pink at the tale, and London got the distinct impression that the older woman wasn’t telling the whole story.


  “Did they say where they were from?” London asked, feeling sick to her stomach. This happened last week? She hadn’t even noticed the hideous other dress in her display window, and Rhonda hadn’t mentioned it for a week?


  “Texas,” Rhonda said, walking away to rejoin TeraLyn and the clients. “They were from Texas.”


  “Texas!” The Texas Belle! “Oh, no! Rhonda, you must tell me exactly what the woman said when she first called you!”


  Rhonda shrugged. “She said some nonsense about sending a dress for alterations and checking to see if it was done. I asked her to describe the dress, and she described the redesigned vintage dress in the window. I figured you had intended to do the alterations for her, but it was already too late. I’d already sold the dress.”


  “Oh, no! Rhonda, that wasn’t the dress she was talking about! I just finished the other dress for Willow from Rios, Azules, Texas and mailed it yesterday. I give all of my clients my cell phone number, but Willow’s niece must have simply looked up the bridal shop in Crossroads and called here directly instead.”


  “Well, I don’t see how any of this is my fault or even a problem,” Rhonda said stiffly. “So, the woman and her niece find out her dress wasn’t actually sold. That’s good news, right?”


  London closed her eyes and moaned. “Excuse me, Rhonda. I need to go say a prayer that you haven’t completely ruined my business reputation. And then I need to make a phone call.”
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  “Is everything okay?” TeraLyn whispered, approaching London’s work table cautiously.


  “I think so,” London said wearily. “My client from Texas was so relieved, she didn’t seem to have room to feel angry, at least not yet. She didn’t talk long. She acted rushed that she needed to make another call.”


  “I’m really sorry that happened. I didn’t know Mom had sold your dress and then gave one of your clients the wrong information.”


  “It’s not your fault, TeraLyn. It must have happened last week when I was in and out of the shop running to the post office and around town on other errands. Things have been so busy.”


  “There you are, TeraLyn,” Rhonda said, hurrying up to the table slightly out of breath. “I’m late to the Friends of the Library meeting. You know how your father hates when people are late. Can you run this package to the post office? It needs to go out today. I already told Kelli and Judy Atkinson that it was on its way. They’ve already left to prepare for the wedding on the coast.”


  TeraLyn nodded. “I can do that.”


  “They close at 5:00, so you need to leave right away,” Rhonda called over her shoulder.


  Before TeraLyn could offer reassurances, Rhonda hurried through the door.


  “I’ll take that, TeraLyn,” London said, reaching for the box. “I need to run by the post office for my daily trek anyway.


  “Are you sure? On second thought, I’d better do it. Mom would want me to get the receipt.”


  “I’ll get the receipt, and you can just pay me back from the cash register.”


  “I’m not sure. I can go with you. I don’t mind doing it myself.”


  “TeraLyn, I want to do this,” London said firmly. Deliberately, London reached under her table and pulled out a box around the same size as the one in her hand. She traded them, replacing the one beneath the table with the one Rhonda had just entrusted to TeraLyn.


  TeraLyn’s eyes lit up with understanding. “You mean…?”


  “I’ve heard tea-length wedding dresses are very popular this season,” London said cryptically.


  TeraLyn gave a swift nod of understanding and bravely ventured. “I can do it, London. I don’t mind.”


  “But I mind,” London said softly. “Deniability is a great commodity. This one has nothing to do with you. Let me do this on my own, TeraLyn.”


  Tears filled the corners of TeraLyn’s eyes, and she smiled with admiration. “Go. Kelli needs the right dress for her big day.”
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  “Do you feel like a walk?” Adam asked, reaching for London’s hand.


  “Sure. I can always use some exercise after a meal at La Bonita Sombrero,” she answered, entwining her hand with his.


  “You still owe me a dinner date in Brighton Falls,” Adam said. “This one doesn’t count, either.”


  London smiled. “The day is still young. Who says we can’t head to the city this evening?”


  Adam grinned and squeezed her hand. “I like the sound of that!”


  She’d managed to rope off the entire day to spend with Adam. After talking over the phone several times this week, London was more certain than ever that he must be the one for her. Besides the fact that she hadn’t heard a word from Mason, she’d realized just how much Adam meant to her.


  Even now, walking down the streets of Crossroads, she couldn’t help but think how many of her memories included Adam. He’d been part of her childhood and held the title of her first boyfriend. He’d been her first kiss. He’d taken her to prom. They’d tossed their graduation caps in the air together and spun marvelous dreams of what their future may hold.


  Adam’s life was entwined with hers, and there seemed something right about returning home in every sense. She wanted to go back to that optimistic time where all her dreams lay before her and a handsome, hometown boy stood at her side.


  Adam laughed, and London suddenly looked around her, realizing they stood in front of the elementary school where she’d attended first through fifth grades.


  “I don’t think I’ve been here since I was eleven years old!” Adam grinned.


  “You’ve lived here all this time and never set foot in this school?” London said, sauntering over to the swings.


  “I’ve been a little busy!” Adam defended.


  London set the swings to their back-and-forth rhythm, but she didn’t stop to sit. Instead, she continued, wandering over the school grounds to the far side.


  Since it was Saturday, the school and playground stood completely empty, allowing London’s memories to flow over her in waves.


  “Remember that winter when we got a ton of snow and made a snow fort right over there?” Adam asked, pointing past the basketball court.


  “I remember,” London smiled. “The newspaper even came out and took a picture.”


  “It’s kind of funny how everything still looks the same as it did back then,” Adam mused.


  “Well, it looks a little smaller,” London pointed out.


  Adam laughed. “You’re right. I remember running in from the playground when the bell rang and feeling completely out of breath because it was so far. Now I look at it and believe I must have been a wimp!”


  “You weren’t a wimp, but your legs were considerably shorter back then,” London pointed out. “I clearly remember the freckled boy who was several inches shorter than me.”


  “I’m surprised you remember me in elementary school at all. You certainly didn’t give me the time of day until we were in high school.”


  “I was too self-conscious and shy,” London confessed. “I didn’t give anyone the time of day. I already had friends in my sisters, so I didn’t really socialize much outside my family, and many of the other kids my age seemed to make such foolish decisions that I didn’t want to associate with them.”


  “That’s why I liked you, London,” Adam turned an admiring gaze her direction. “You’re different than everyone else. A straight arrow. You never went to wild parties or got involved with things you shouldn’t. I could always count on you doing the right thing. Still can. I think you’re just about as perfect as a woman can be.”


  Warning bells rang in London’s head. “I’m not perfect at all, Adam. I don’t always do the right thing or make the right decisions. Please don’t put me on that pedestal.”


  Adam pulled her to a stop, capturing her other hand in his as well, so she faced him squarely. Then, with warm, brown eyes gleaming with sincerity, he spoke. “London, you’re still the same girl I fell in love with in high school. My first love. I know you make mistakes. Everyone does. But I think you don’t give yourself enough credit. And I still think you’re perfect. Perfect for me.”


  Before she could prepare herself, Adam drew her closer and touched his lips gently to hers. Her heart leaped, but London didn’t know whether to attribute it more to the shock or actual emotion. The sensation swept her back, and suddenly she became a teenager again, her heart pitter-pattering at the idea of someone liking her enough to kiss her.


  Adam’s arms came around her, and she allowed him to pull her close, but the kiss never deepened. London kept trying to grasp onto a wisp of passion, but it all felt rather superficial. Strangely, now that she thought of it, it felt exactly the same as when she was eighteen. Fun and exciting, but missing something of substance.


  Startled at the realization, she pulled back.


  Adam smiled. “Funny how that was exactly how I remembered it! Fireworks every time!”


  London felt confused. Didn’t he feel it? Shouldn’t kissing her feel better than he remembered?


  He bent to place one more quick kiss to her lips, and she remained too disoriented to do anything. Maybe she was the shallow one. Maybe this was what real love felt like. She liked Adam, she definitely did, and kissing him certainly was exciting. Maybe she was wrong or sinful to want to feel more. A relationship couldn’t be founded on feelings.


  London smiled, trying to shrug off her trepidation. She reached for his hand and continued to walk through the gravel playground, willing herself to be satisfied with the warm pressure of his hand in hers.


  Adam’s phone rang, and he let go of London’s hand to reach for it. After answering, it became immediately apparent that it was a work-related call that might last longer than twenty seconds. London wandered over to one of the three large oak trees lining the edge of the playground where it met the chain-link fence.


  “Hello, old friend,” she murmured, reaching out her hand to touch the bark.


  She leaned her back against the strong, sturdy trunk, her frame feeling dwarfed by its large circumference. Then she slid to the ground, shutting her eyes and resting against it while Adam’s serious tones rattled off legalese.


  She smiled softly, remembering the many days she spent out here with her friends and sisters. Her hand rolled over the smooth roots extending into the dirt beside her. She sat up and slowly began sweeping the fine dirt away from the roots of the trees with the edge of her hand. As with riding a bicycle, her hand quickly remembered the motion, and her brush strokes quickened. Soon, a small little wall of dust formed around the hard, clean space in the middle.


  She worked silently, engrossed in the joy and peace of entering her childhood once again.


  “London, what on earth are you doing?” Adam asked, startling her from her reverie.


  “Making a house,” London said simply, blinking up at him.


  “A house?” Adam asked, looking quite unsure of her sanity.


  “Yes,” London confirmed. “When I was a child, my friends and I would come out here and make houses out of the dirt. You probably never noticed because you were a boy. Look, here is the large living room around the base of the tree. Then you follow this hallway, and there are two rooms right here. Then, if you follow that hallway—”


  “The mounds of dirt are the walls of your house?” Adam asked, his skepticism and disgust apparent.


  “Yes,” London said proudly. “I think I’ll put the kitchen on the other side over there.”


  “But, London, you’re filthy. I thought we were going to Brighton Falls.”


  London looked down at her hands as if they belonged to someone else. The sides of each were brown with dust. Her jeans carried a fine layer of it as well. Feeling wisps of hair escaping her ponytail to tickle her cheek, she brushed them aside with her hand, only afterward realizing that she now likely possessed an attractive line of brown smeared across her face.


  “I can run home first and change,” London offered.


  Adam’s phone rang again, and London dropped back down to her haunches to continue her work.


  Thirty seconds later, he hung up and turned to her again. “I’m sorry, London, but I think it’ll be better all around if we reschedule our plans. It turns out that I need to go into the office and take care of something urgent for a client. Do you want to walk back with me to the restaurant?”


  London had been running errands around town and had met Adam for lunch at La Bonita Sombrero. While she almost felt relief at the cancellation of their plans, she didn’t relish the thought of hurrying back to her car.


  “You go ahead,” London urged. “I know you’re in a hurry, and I don’t want to slow you down. I’ll just take my time going back.”


  Adam nodded and leaned forward for a quick kiss. “I’ll call you later.”


  London turned her head, so Adam’s kiss met her cheek and not her lips. “Sounds good,” she smiled goodbye.


  She didn’t watch Adam hurry away, but turned her back on his departure, finding an odd peace at the sweeping motion of her hand against the ground. Somehow all the magic and innocence of childhood came alive in the act of building a dust house. Life seemed so simple when focusing on which walls to add to the dirt mansion next.


  London didn’t know how long had passed when her own phone rang. She brushed her hand against her jeans. Her heart bounced as she saw the name on the screen, and she slid the button to answer the call.


  “Hi, Mason,” she said calmly.


  “Hi, beautiful,” Mason replied. “How are you? I’ve been out on location in New Zealand. Cell phone coverage isn’t really even a thing here.”


  “No worries. I figured you were likely busy on set.”


  “We’re almost wrapped up now,” he reported. He yawned, “We made it back to the city. What are you up to?”


  “I was hanging out with Adam, but he had a work emergency,” she said honestly. She refused to pretend that she wasn’t seeing Adam. Both men needed to know the lay of the land. If one of them wanted to take off, then they were welcome to do so.


  “So, what are you up to now?” he asked. “I wish I could be there to hijack his time with you.”


  “Now I’m just building a house at my old elementary school,” she answered casually.


  “A house? That sounds interesting. Is it a large mansion or a small cottage?”


  “Well, it isn’t Hollywood large, but it is my primary residence. I’ll probably have to build the vacation cottage around another tree.”


  Mason listened attentively as she explained her project. He even asked her to take a picture and send it to him. Sure, it felt slightly ridiculous to be proud of what was basically an outline created with dust, but she appreciated that Mason didn’t make her feel silly. Using her adult hands in the child’s task of play had been oddly therapeutic. Mason could have made fun of her, but instead, he almost entered into her play, asking questions and placing value on something that she’d chosen to spend time on.


  Just as she was happily admitting how absolutely filthy she was, her phone beeped with another call coming in. She pulled her phone away enough to see the incoming call and groaned. “Mason, I have to go. It’s Rhonda. If I don’t answer, she’ll either call me repeatedly or fill up my voice mail explaining what she wants.”


  “No problem. I’ll call you tonight and catch up more,” he said swiftly.


  London switched over to the other line. “Hi, Rhonda,” she greeted.


  “London!” came the fierce whisper. “Oh, thank goodness! London, dear, I need you here now!”


  London swallowed. She couldn’t have found out so quickly that she’d gone behind her back to help those clients, could she? “Where is ‘here’?” she asked calmly.


  “I’m at the wedding for the mayor’s daughter,” Rhonda hissed breathlessly. “It’s at their house on Elmhurst. She’s getting married in an hour. Grab whatever wedding dresses you have on hand and hurry over here. There’s no time to lose!”


  The line went dead. London stared at the phone as if expecting it to ring or magically produce answers to Rhonda’s cryptic remarks.


  London snapped a picture of her house and replaced the phone in her pocket. Then she brushed herself off as best she could, hoping she had some kind of wet wipes in the car that she could use to finish the job. She knew she didn’t have time to stop and change. Unfortunately, she also knew that she didn’t have a choice in granting Rhonda’s request. In fact, she understood that it wasn’t really a request but a demand.


  If she didn’t promptly report to the mayor’s house, Rhonda would call incessantly, and her anger may lead to consequences that may not be worth it. As much as it grated on her nerves, London wasn’t busy. She may as well show up to help. However, she didn’t have any wedding dresses she could use to fulfill the other part of Rhonda’s demand. She’d been working on custom orders, and every single dress in current inventory already had an owner attached.


  She had no other choice but to show up empty-handed and hope she could still help with whatever problem Rhonda was facing. Though she’d never been inside the mayor’s house, everyone in Crossroads knew where it was. The massive building was hard to miss, looking like something transplanted directly off a southern plantation.


  London drove to the house and parked in an area designated for wedding guests. She called while walking up the driveway, and Rhonda met her at the front door.


  “Oh, I’m so glad you’re here,” she gushed in a frenzied whisper. Then her face blanched and she looked stricken. “Where are the gowns?”


  “I didn’t—” London started to explain.


  “Never mind,” Rhonda said, hurriedly pushing her up the stairs. “I’ll send someone out to your car to get them. “


  “My goodness, London!” Rhonda gasped. “What have you been doing? Rolling around in the dirt?”


  “Yes,” London replied impatiently. “Yes, I have. Now, what did you need that took me away from my dirt pile?”


  “Let’s get you inside before someone sees you!” Rhonda opened a door at the top of the stairs and patted London’s back, urging her inside while looking around nervously. “You can’t stay out here. You look like a homeless person. What if someone sees you?”


  “Here she is, Ashley,” Rhonda announced brightly, addressing a young woman wearing both a flamboyant wedding dress and a fierce frown in the center of the room.


  “You’re the designer, London Hutchins?” the woman asked, clearly skeptical.


  “Yes, I am,” London said, feeling self-conscious about her dusty jeans and casual blue top. Then she shrugged helplessly. “I didn’t expect to come to a wedding today.”


  “What dresses did you bring me to choose from?” Ashley asked briskly.


  “Excuse me?” London asked, confused and a little offended.


  “Ashley put her dress on today and found that it isn’t at all to her liking,” Rhonda explained matter-of-factly. “She saw a magazine article with a dress or something of yours in it. She’s decided she’d like to wear one of your designs instead.”


  Completely floored, London didn’t know where to begin. “I’m sorry. That’s not really possible,” she began. “All of the dresses I currently have are custom-made and spoken for. Besides that, my gowns usually run thousands of dollars. It’s not really something I could pull off the rack and have ready in under an hour, even if I wanted to.”


  “Oh, you’ll be compensated,” Ashley assured. “I’m very pretty, and there are plenty of photographers and media outside. I can even send you pictures of me wearing the dress. It will be great publicity for you. I’m just glad I thought of it in time. I really wanted something unique, and if I can wear a dress that helps a local designer, then I’m all for charitable causes!”


  This can’t be for real! London thought that someone would surely pop out of the closet any time and announce the whole scenario as a prank. Not only did this young woman want one of London’s custom designer gowns in under an hour, but she also didn’t want to pay for it!


  “I’m sorry,” London said firmly. “Like I said, it just isn’t possible, I don’t have anything for you.”


  “Then take the dress you intended to give someone else, and give it to me!” Ashley demanded. “You’ll have time after my wedding to create another one. Don’t you have celebrity clients? I heard Jemma Anderson is engaged. Is she one of your clients? Give me her dress.”


  London didn’t even dignify the questions with a response but turned. “If that’s all, I think I’d best be going.”


  “Rhonda!” Ashley shrieked. “You said she would give me a dress!”


  Rhonda’s face rapidly vacillated from bright red, to ghostly pale, and back again.


  “London, do you know who Ashley Claybourne is?” Rhonda asked, her tone both warm and thoroughly condescending. “Her father was a famous judge who went on to be a U.S. senator. Then he retired and came back to Crossroads to be mayor of our little town. You should jump at the chance for one of your gowns to be featured at such an event!”


  London held back the laughter. Rhonda apparently thought she was still some wanna-be designer. “Rhonda, I assure you, I don’t need that kind of publicity. I have more work than I can handle, and my gowns have been worn by paying celebrities all over Hollywood, including the Oscars.”


  “But she’s very pretty,” Rhonda insisted. “Ashley would make the design look good, and I would consider it a personal favor.”


  “No. It isn’t possible,” London answered adamantly. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Seriously? What am I even paying you for?” Ashley screamed.


  Something flew past London’s head and hit the door behind her. She jerked away only to see a shoe roll to the floor. Bridezilla had just thrown a shoe at her!


  “You aren’t paying me a thing!” London fumed.


  “Rhonda is your boss, and I’m paying her. Rhonda, order her to give me a dress!”


  London glared. “I am not Rhonda’s employee in any way. Nor is she my boss. If you bought your current dress from her, then that is a completely separate business than mine. I have nothing to do with it. My advice is to be happy with the original dress you chose. You are not getting anything from me.”


  London ducked as Ashley’s other shoe hit the wall behind her. “I hate this thing!” she wailed. “I want something memorable. Something that they will want on the cover of a magazine. I saw that dress you did for Madee Rae. That’s what I want. I can’t go out there in this trash!”


  London took a deep breath, trying to stay calm through the young woman’s tantrum. Unfortunately, Rhonda’s ample form blocked the door, trapping London inside. The fastest way of getting out of here was to calm the bride down, but at the moment that seemed about as possible as conjuring up a designer dress out of thin air.


  “What is it that you don’t like about the gown?” London asked, taking a good look at it for the first time.


  “Everything!” Ashley moaned.


  While London actually agreed with that prognosis, Ashley had picked it out originally, so she must have liked it at some point. In order to help in any way, she needed to know the direction of Ashley’s personal tastes.


  “Tell me specifically,” London urged, moving forward to walk a complete, wide circle around the dress while careful not to risk injury by venturing too close to the bride and her open hostility.


  The gown looked ridiculous. In fact, it may even rank in the top three of the most ridiculous wedding dresses London had ever seen. She had no idea where Rhonda had even found the thing. The style was more couture and over the top even for Rhonda. The sleeveless bodice curved up slightly near the armpits and was the most normal thing about it. Pepto Bismol pink panels framed either side of the white front panel and ended at a waist that extended into a satin skirt so full it must be equipped with a hoop, which, of course, explained why Ashley had stood hopping around this whole time. With her contraption of a dress, sitting was not an option.


  The skirt didn’t lay completely smooth, but gathered at the rear where it met with more layers of pink material that braided and bunched together into heaping mounds on Ashley’s tush before extending down the back in a long, thick, thoroughly absurd, pink and white tail.


  “This isn’t enough of a statement for you?” London asked skeptically. “I think it’s surely enough to make the cover of a magazine.” Though not for good reasons!


  “No! There’s no gasp-factor to it! I mean, people will think it unusual, but there’s nothing that makes it iconic.”


  London studied the dress, deciding that there was absolutely nothing she could do with it. The train looked like it weighed at least fifty pounds, but it was mounded in such a way to look like swirls of pink and white frosting cascading down her rear. She couldn’t fix it, let alone make it more memorable than the bizarre picture it already created.


  “My dear, you’re just over-wrought,” Rhonda comforted. “It really is an iconic dress, and you loved it in the shop. Remember, it’s specially ordered and fitted just for you. You are truly the loveliest bride I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen plenty!”


  London walked over to the window, thinking. Ashley was still crying, and Rhonda’s ministrations only seemed to make things worse. In a matter of seconds, she would likely start throwing shoes again. And all because she wanted something more preposterous than her Pepto Bismol wedding dress.


  London’s gaze fell on the beautiful wedding setting below. Chairs sat in rows with a center aisle leading to a gazebo lined with pink and white roses and pink helium-filled balloons. Her gaze traveled over to the reception area where white linen-bedecked tables held centerpieces of more pink roses and balloons.


  Pink balloons.


  London whirled back around, her gaze locking on the flimsy long veil attached to Ashley’s hair.


  “I’ve got it!” she breathed. “Ashley, I’ll be right back. I promise.”


  Not waiting for permission, London hurried out the door and ran to the tables out back. Then she unceremoniously grabbed the balloons off of several tables before heading back upstairs.


  “Are you stealing those balloons, young lady?” an elderly woman asked, looking London over from her dusty jeans to her tired, stringy hair.


  “Yes, I am,” London confirmed. “But I’m stealing them for the bride.”


  The woman’s eyes sparkled. “Well, then, may I assist you?”


  “Yes, thank you,” London said, giving her a handful of balloons to cart up the stairs.


  When they arrived at the top, London performed gymnastics to get the pink bubbles through the door. Finally succeeding, she quickly tied the balloons one by one to Ashley’s veil.


  “Done!” London pronounced, after tying the very last one in place. She stepped back, trying to get the full effect of her work.


  Ashley turned to the side in the mirror, glimpsing how the helium balloons lifted the flimsy veil up so that it floated behind her.


  “Oh my!” Rhonda gulped.


  “What do you think, Aunt Miriam?” Ashley asked the elderly lady who had assisted London with the balloons.


  Miriam’s eyes were wide and flabbergasted.


  Frantically, London caught the older woman’s gaze and gave a slight shake of her head.


  “Well, my dear,” Miriam managed. “You are certainly a sight to behold!”


  “Now, Ashley, we can remove the balloons if you’d like,” Rhonda said, hurrying to apply a little insurance to the situation.


  “Why on earth would I do that?” Ashley asked, a delighted smile spreading across her face. “It’s iconic! I’ve never seen anything like it! I’ll be on magazines everywhere!”


  At that exact moment, Ashley’s father arrived to report the bridesmaids were ready and waiting after preparing in a separate room. The groomsmen were also in position, and everything awaited Ashley’s grand entrance. With a wink London’s direction, Miriam hurried down to her seat for the ceremony and left the others to get Ashley out the door.


  Though he swallowed with difficulty at the sight of his daughter and her entourage of balloons, the good man didn’t say a word. He merely placed a kiss to her cheek and pronounced her beautiful before taking her arm to escort her to her groom.


  Ashely and her balloons slowly and carefully floated down the stairs and out the back door. London followed at a distance, wanting to make sure no casualty befell the odd procession. Sure enough, Ashely couldn’t quite make it through the back door, and London had to come up behind her and hit the balloons through the door like a volleyball player spiking over the net.


  With an irritated look, Rhonda came up beside London. “I don’t know why you couldn’t just give her a dress, my dear,” she whispered. “The poor girl is embarrassing herself. Imagine, pink helium balloons holding up a train!”


  “I don’t need to imagine. It’s right there!” London pointed to where Ashley glided down the aisle. “And she doesn’t look embarrassed at all. She looks happy, which is how every bride should feel regardless of anyone else’s opinion.”


  With a “Hmmph,” Ronda walked away to get a seat while London tried to stay back in the shadows. She wasn’t dressed for a wedding, especially one as elaborate and formal as this one, yet she felt like she needed to stick around. Ashley probably wouldn’t want the balloons following her around throughout the entire reception. Since she was the one who’d attached the balloons, she felt like she should remove them so the veil wouldn’t be damaged.


  She kept out of sight until the ceremony concluded and the calm, happy bride stood beside her new husband in the reception line, looking for all the world like this was the happiest day of her life and she hadn’t been shouting and throwing shoes at people less than an hour before.


  When the majority of the guests had meandered over to the reception area, London finally ventured out of hiding and approached Ashley.


  “Do you want me to remove the balloons for the reception?” she asked quietly.


  Ashley looked longingly back at her veil. “I guess. I wish I could keep them on, but they might make eating and dancing difficult.”


  She stood still while London quickly removed the balloons. The tired veil finally fell flat, and she tied up the balloons in a big bouquet.


  “Oh, Mom, have you met London Hutchins?”


  London froze. No, please!


  “No, I don’t think I have,” a matronly woman in yellow responded.


  “She’s the famous designer who created my gown,” Ashley said proudly.


  Alarm shot through London. “No, I didn’t. Really,” she hurried to explain. “It’s not my dress.”


  But the mother didn’t hear her. “Oh, so you’re responsible for the balloons,” she said appreciatively.


  “Well, yes, I did do the balloons. But it’s not my dress. I didn’t design it, I just—”


  “Oh, Darlene, you must meet London Hutchins. She’s the famous designer of Ashley’s dress.”


  Before London knew what was happening, she was paraded along from person to person. With each introduction, blame for Ashley’s look was credited fully to her reputation.


  “I know, maybe we should get a picture of London and Ashley for the magazine cover!” someone said.


  “No, please,” London protested. “It isn’t my dress!”


  “Let’s do it after Ashley eats something,” one of the bridesmaids said. “The poor girl hasn’t had a bite yet. I’ll get her a plate.”


  A plate suddenly appeared in London’s hands. “Here, London, here’s a plate for you. Try the shrimp. They melt in your mouth.”


  Not wanting to appear rude to the mother of the bride, London tried the shrimp and nodded appreciatively, which was a mistake. The woman then proceeded to fill London’s plate with even more food, urging her to try just about every item on the table. London felt so stressed that she simply put each selection in her mouth, not actually tasting anything.


  “I think Ashley might be ready to cut the cake,” she finally said, pointing the mother in the direction of her daughter.


  “Oh, let me check,” she said. “But don’t go anywhere, London, dear. I want that picture.”


  London smiled. Then, pretending to throw away her plate, she kept going. She kept to the sides of the yard so as not to be noticed. At this point, she felt like she’d already met everyone at the reception, and she knew they’d recognize the awkward wedding dress designer with mussed hair and dirty blue jeans. When she’d worked her way to the end of the yard and had a clear shot to weave her way around front to where her car waited, she suddenly paused, seeing Rhonda less than five feet away.


  London marched up to her, not even caring if she interrupted. “Rhonda, I’m leaving. Everyone here thinks that I’m the designer of Ashley’s wedding dress. You need to make sure the media doesn’t get the incorrect information. I didn’t design that thing at all. I just tied balloons on it.”


  “Oh, yes, I’m well aware that you didn’t design the dress,” Rhonda replied pleasantly. “If you don’t like the credit for that dress being given to you, maybe you should have given her a dress you would rather have your name associated with. I’m not sure what the problem is.”


  London gritted her teeth, working to stay calm. “The problem is that you could be facing some legal issues if the media gives the wrong report on the dress designer. I’m sure the gown’s real creator won’t like her design being attributed to me. And since you were the one who supplied the dress…”


  Rhonda’s expression changed from aloof to alarmed. “I’ll take care of it.” She immediately scanned the crowd and took off, leaving London to sneak off around the house without notice.


  London slid into her car and breathed deeply for several minutes before turning on the engine. Her emotions felt raw with the trauma of the last few hours. Sure, it may not be traumatic in the traditional sense, but she had never before survived such a ridiculous, awkward situation. Reflecting now, she supposed she’d handled it the best way she could. She hadn’t lost her temper with matching her attitude to Ashley’s. She also hadn’t let Rhonda bully her.


  Instead, she’d chosen to help. Unfortunately, it certainly sounded like that help may end up costing her. Would her reputation ever recover from the pink balloon incident?


  London groaned and turned the key in the ignition, feeling the need to get away from this place. Yet, as she drove away, she felt she couldn’t quite escape the cloud around the day.


  After all, no good deed goes unpunished.
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  London’s stomach rolled, and she crawled over to the toilet. Again.


  She didn’t remember ever being so sick in her life. She’d long ago emptied her stomach, and yet, the dry heaves continued.


  After arriving home from the wedding, she’d gone to bed only to wake up several hours later with horrible nausea. She’d never made it back to bed, choosing instead to lay on the bathroom floor waiting for the next bout to find her and necessitate the use of the toilet yet again.


  Her phone rang, and she fumbled to pick it up from the floor beside her.


  “Hello?” she moaned into the phone.


  “Hi, London!” Mason greeted brightly. “I’m sorry I didn’t call you last night like I said, but my flight was delayed. I’m back in the states now. I’m waiting for my last connection to L.A.”


  London could only manage another moan.


  “London, what’s wrong?” Mason asked, suddenly alarmed.


  “I’m sick.” Tears pricked the edges of her eyes. Just admitting the words made the nightmare of the past hours real. “I’ve been throwing up all night with no end in sight.”


  “I’m so sorry,” Mason said. “I wish I could help in some way.”


  London closed her eyes. “There’s nothing you can do. Just pray that it passes quickly.”


  “I will. Gotta go. My flight is boarding. I’ll call you later.”


  London laid her head back on the cold, tile floor and shut her eyes. Before long, the ringing of her phone roused her again. This time, she only managed a soft moan as a greeting.


  “London, is that you?” Adam asked, his voice filled with concern. “I didn’t see you at church today. Is everything okay?”


  “I’m sick,” she managed. “Really sick. It must be the stomach flu or something.”


  “Oh, no!” he sympathized. “Can I bring you anything?”


  “No, I’ll be fine. I don’t want you to get it, too.”


  “I’ve heard it’s going around,” Adam offered. “When I saw TeraLyn at church this morning, she said her mom became deathly ill several hours after coming home from a wedding last night.”


  The wedding. Oh, no, no, no!


  Not bothering to even say goodbye to Adam, she disconnected the call and scrolled down to the contact for her sister, Geneva. She pressed the button and held the phone up to her ear.


  “Hi, London! What’s up?” Geneva greeted.


  “I’m really sick,” she said.


  “What’s wrong?” Geneva asked, immediately shifting to her doctor tone. “I texted you earlier when you weren’t at church, but you didn’t respond.”


  “Horrible stomach problems. I’m wondering if it’s food poisoning.”


  “Oh, no. Tell me you didn’t go to Ashley Claybourne’s wedding yesterday.”


  “I did,” London sobbed. “Not willingly. Mrs. Claybourne practically force-fed me every food item at the reception.”


  Geneva groaned. “It’s food poisoning. We’ve had several cases of it overnight at the hospital here in Crossroads. An alert was sent out, and several more cases were seen at the ER in Brighton Falls. There’s already a formal investigation where authorities are trying to figure out the source from the reception. Food poisoning can be serious. Tell me the exact symptoms you are experiencing.”


  London then completed a thorough questionnaire that included a rundown on all the fluids entering and exiting her body the last twelve hours. The only way London got away with not also providing a complete medical history was because Geneva already knew it.


  “I think you’re fine to stay home for now,” Geneva finally pronounced. “But if anything changes or the nausea doesn’t let up in the next six hours, you need to come into the ER. You need to keep some fluids, or you’ll dehydrate very quickly. I’d come over and be your nurse except I’m on the schedule to be at work in Brighton Falls in an hour. I’ll call you when I’m on break to see how you’re doing. Do you want me to call Mom to come over?”


  “Mom and Brooke are having a special wedding shopping day in Brighton Falls,” London said. “It’s the only day Brooke could do it. I’ll be fine. If I get too sick, I’ll call.”


  Nausea rushed over her in a wave once again, and her mouth started watering. “Gotta go,” she managed right before lunging for the toilet.


  After dozing off and on while on the bathroom floor, London finally crawled back to bed. The feeling of nausea lessened a little, but she still felt so weak that she wasn’t conscious of time passing. She stirred when her phone rang beside her.


  “Hi, London,” Adam greeted. “I just left you some cans of soup and some lemon-lime soda outside your apartment door. I didn’t want to bother you, so you can just pick it up when you’re ready.”


  “Ok, thanks,” London said weakly, not sure when she’d be physically able to make it to the front door, let alone open a can of soup to heat up.


  “I wish I could do more, but that stuff is so contagious. I didn’t think I’d better risk it.”


  “I’m not contagious,” London assured. “It’s food poisoning.”


  “Oh, really? Well, I guess you can never know that for sure. Probably better to be safe than sorry. Let me know if you need anything else, and I can get it and leave it outside the door again.”


  “Ok, thank you,” London said simply.


  Adam was sweet to do that for her. She hadn’t pegged him as a germophobe. He was probably just overly-cautious. A lot of people felt that way and didn’t want to risk getting sick, especially with something nasty like this. London couldn’t blame him at all. Now, if she could just manage to get to the front door.


  She pulled herself into a sitting position, but she couldn’t make her feet swing off the bed. I’ll try again in another few hours, she thought weakly.


  Eventually, London made it out of bed, but she didn’t make it halfway to the door before a wave of nausea hit her. She grabbed a mixing bowl off the kitchen counter and hung her head into it, waiting. But several minutes later, the nausea subsided.


  See, I didn’t throw up that time. I’m getting better, she assured herself.


  Not quite able to stand to her feet again, she then crawled the rest of the way to the door only to curl up in front of it, deciding to take a nap right there before expending the energy to try to open the door and retrieve the things Adam left.


  A loud knocking sound roused her, and she stirred, disoriented. Grabbing the door handle, she pulled herself up and looked through the peephole. She unlocked the door and twisted the knob before her slow thought patterns translated exactly who stood on the other side.


  She weakly pulled the door open.


  “Mason,” she whimpered right before her legs gave up on supporting her weight.


  Mason caught her before she hit the floor. In a smooth motion, he lifted her into his arms and carried her back to bed.


  “Why?” London whispered, trying to ask why and how he’d come, but only able to manage the one word.


  “Because I wanted to take care of you,” he said simply. “When you told me you were sick, I changed my flight and flew directly to Brighton Falls.”


  “But your media appearances.”


  “They’ll wait.”


  “You don’t need to,” London protested. “I’m fine.”


  “I can see that.”


  Even in her foggy state, she could hear the humor in his voice.


  “Adam left some soup and stuff outside the door,” she finally relented, accepting that he intended to help despite her protests.


  “I saw it. I’ll grab it. But I also brought some hot soup with me for whenever you’re ready. Have you had anything to drink?


  London shook her head. “But I think I’m going to be sick.”


  London struggled to get off the bed, feeling the urgency of her stomach on a ten-second countdown.


  Mason snatched her up in his arms and sprinted into the bathroom. He set her down in front of the toilet and then held her hair back from her face as she retched inside.


  When she finished, he picked her up again and tucked her carefully back in bed, pulling the covers up to her chin.


  “I’m sorry,” London breathed. “I don’t think this is something you need on a movie star resume.”


  Mason frowned in concern, ignoring her words. “You obviously haven’t had any fluids. I’ll give you thirty more minutes. Then I’ll give you some of that special electrolyte juice they give to kids. If you can’t keep that down, I’m taking you to the ER. We’ll call your sister on the way.”


  Somehow just having Mason there and in control made London feel so much better. She fell into a more peaceful sleep than she had since last night. When she awoke, Mason waited with his special kids’ juice. She successfully got it down, and not feeling overly nauseated, Mason carried her to the couch in the living room to pass the time with a movie.


  Mason sat beside her, put his arm around her, and drew her close. “Hopefully, this is one of those quick twenty-four-hour bugs, and you’ll feel much better in the morning. I’ll sleep here on the couch tonight. If you need anything, just holler.”


  London looked at him in confusion. Hadn’t she already told him? She reached back in her memory and recalled that she’d told Adam it was food poisoning but not Mason. Yet here he was taking care of her, holding her hair back while she was sick, drawing her close to watch a movie, and he thought she had a contagious virus. He’d done it all without any thought of concern for himself or concern for whether he might contract it. And this was all from a man who was scheduled to appear on national television multiple times within the next week.


  “It’s food poisoning,” she explained. “I helped out at a wedding last night and apparently came home with more than just bad memories. Geneva told me a lot of others showed up at the hospital with the same symptoms that are now being investigated.”


  Instead of relieving Mason, London’s announcement only seemed to make Mason more concerned—for her. “I’ve kept the soup warm. Let me get you a little to try. We might still need to take you to the ER.”


  “Mason, I’m fine,” London assured. “I kept the juice down. As long as I’m able to take fluids, Geneva said I should recover.”


  Mason still didn’t seem convinced. He got her some soup and hovered over her, tucking blankets around her and seeing to her every need.


  “What movie do you want to watch?” he asked, finally sitting to turn the TV on.


  “How about a Mason Bryce movie?” London suggested.


  Mason frowned. “Nah, I can’t stand that guy.”


  London laughed. “He’s not all bad.”


  Mason looked at her seriously. “I’d rather you not see any of my movies.”


  “That’s a strange thing to say. Aren’t you proud of your work?”


  “Yes, and no,” Mason said, the frown not completely leaving his face. “It’s a job. When I’m on the set and acting, it feels separate from the real world. When I see it up on the screen, it seems real. In most of the movies I’m in, my character has a love interest. I don’t want you to have the picture in your head of me falling in love with or even kissing another woman. Maybe it’s silly, but I want you to believe that the only one for me is you.”


  London cocked her head, studying him. This was a different Mason. In their previous relationship, she remembered similar conversations where he’d maintain that his flirting, even off the set was part of his job, and she needed to get over it.


  “I understand it’s acting, Mason. Though I can’t promise to not feel unreasonable jealousy, I am mature enough to know what is just a role and what is reality. I only ever wanted the real Mason to be mine. The problem was when the off-set Mason and the real Mason didn’t seem to have a line of distinction where other women were concerned.”


  Mason nodded. “I understand that now, and I like to believe I’ve changed. You’re the only one I want to flirt with.”


  “Flirting is one thing, but am I the only woman you want to take care of when she’s barfing her guts out? Or are there others that you love to play that role with as well?”


  Mason smiled confidently. “Nope. I can safely say that you are the only one. No one else even makes the maybe list.”


  “In case I fall asleep again or have a repeat session, let me tell you thank you right now. I can’t imagine this kind of glamour is included in your life plan.”


  “Actually, it is,” Mason said seriously. “I think you are misinformed about my life plan. I don’t want the Hollywood life. I don’t even want to live there anymore. I want a normal life in a small town with a family and a wife whose hair I can hold back through all the ups and downs. Don’t get me wrong, I still enjoy acting and have no intention of quitting the industry. I just want a home base from which I can travel to do my work acting and producing. I want a home to come home to.”


  “I didn’t realize you felt that way,” London admitted. “Did that change with Jaron’s death? When we were together, you loved the Hollywood life, and you didn’t seem to want anything else.”


  “I was horrible about opening up to you and telling you how I really felt,” Mason sighed, running a hand through his hair. “I think I’d spent so long trying to be an actor that it became too easy to act in every area of my life. I’ve always wanted a real life, but I thought I had to choose between them. After Jaron’s death, I became determined to find a balance between both and make them work. I’m tired of the superficial, and I don’t want that to be my future. But, I’d still like to find a way to use what I love in a way that does some good work for the kingdom of God.”


  London knew she should feel something about his words, but she couldn’t muster the energy. Thankfully, Mason didn’t push her. He didn’t attempt to be overly affectionate but contented himself with seeing to her every need. They eventually decided on an old movie—“Charade” with Audrey Hepburn. It was one of London’s favorites and also didn’t feature any of the actors Mason knew personally, which allowed Mason to enjoy it as well.


  London didn’t quite make it to the end. She fought sleep for a few moments before she finally succumbed, leaning her head against Mason and allowing him to hold her close. She was vaguely aware of the movie ending, and she felt Mason lift her from the couch and tuck her back into bed.


  She slept hard. The next thing she felt was a feather-soft kiss to her forehead and Mason’s soft whisper against her cheek.


  “I need to go do a few shows. I’ll see you soon, my love.”


  Before she could untangle herself from the web of sleep, he left, and she heard the front door softly close.


  She rolled over, allowing sleep to overtake her again in the hope that when she opened her eyes again, Mason would be back and waiting.
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  “Oh, London! I’m so glad you’re here,” Rhonda gushed, hurrying forward to wrap her arms around her in a hug. “We were so very worried about you. You still look like death, but I’m so glad to see you on your feet.”


  London knew her face probably matched the white of the wedding dresses hanging on racks, but she couldn’t wait another day to come in and finish several urgent orders.


  Knowing she couldn’t stand long, London patted Rhonda’s back with one arm before extracting herself. “Excuse me, Rhonda, I’m happy to talk to you, but I need to sit down.”


  “Oh, of course.” Rhonda bustled around in front of her and repositioned London’s chair to prepare for her landing. “Can I get you anything, my dear? I think I have a pillow if you want one to support your back.”


  “No, I’m fine,” London assured, hanging the garment bag she carried on the rack near her work station. “I heard you were sick as well.”


  “Oh, yes, but I have a strong constitution. I was ill Sunday, but then came into the shop a half day Monday and was fine by yesterday. Things like that don’t get me down as they do a more fragile person like yourself.”


  Last London had heard, they still hadn’t identified the exact source of the food poisoning and probably never would. It could have been anything at the reception. While Rhonda had apparently not had a severe of a reaction, a few people had ended up hospitalized. Considering what could have happened, London was thankful that today was only Wednesday. Even so, she would have preferred to stay and work from home again, but pressing orders made it necessary to drag herself into the shop. This wasn’t the time of year when she could afford to be ill, and she’d already lost the greater part of three days, courtesy of helping with Ashley Claybourne’s wedding dress.


  “Oh, London! You’re here!” TeraLyn said brightly, entering from the back. Then her eyes flashed from London to her mom and back again in alarm. “Mom, you didn’t ask London about the dress, did you?”


  “Of course not!” Rhonda answered, seeming shocked that TeraLyn would even ask. “The poor girl was practically on her deathbed! I wouldn’t bother her about something little like that.”


  “What dress?” London asked.


  Then she caught TeraLyn’s wide eyes as the younger woman silently mouthed, “She knows!”


  London’s heart leaped, and her mind raced, wondering exactly which one of London’s recent undercover efforts Rhonda had discovered and exactly how much she actually knew.


  “Oh, it’s nothing big,” Rhonda assured, patting London’s shoulder affectionately. “Kelli’s mom called me late last night to say the dress had arrived, but it was the wrong dress! Somehow that plain little tea-length dress got shipped instead of the beautiful one they’d selected. Of course, it’s too late to do anything about it now. The wedding is on Friday evening at sunset. I offered to overnight the package, but with their location, the postal service cannot guarantee its arrival in time.”


  I knew I wouldn’t get away with that one.


  She just didn’t know if she felt up to dealing with the consequences at the moment. “Is Kelli upset?” she asked carefully.


  “Kelli’s mother is beside herself,” Rhonda answered instead. “She is extremely upset and demanding a full refund.”


  “But Kelli won’t allow it,” TeraLyn reported, her eyes gleaming. “Kelli says that even if her mom orders the other dress and it arrives in time, she will refuse to wear it. The tea-length dress is the one she wanted, and she is thrilled.”


  “I just don’t understand how that could have happened,” Rhonda said thoughtfully. “I made the alterations and boxed up the other gown myself. The other dress was still hanging on the rack. Then I gave it to TeraLyn to mail.”


  “I mailed it for TeraLyn,” London admitted firmly. “I’m the one responsible.”


  “She had some other packages to mail that day,” TeraLyn rushed to explain. “She offered to mail it, and I let her.”


  A gleam lit Rhonda’s eyes.


  Determined to make a full confession, London started, “Rhonda, I’m the one who—”


  TeraLyn’s eyes widened, and she frantically shook her head, urging London to abort her confession.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Rhonda said, interrupting before London could make it to the end of her sentence. “There’s no harm done. The bride is happy even if the mother isn’t. I don’t need to know the details. How and why doesn’t change a single thing. Mistakes happen. Let’s just let it go at that.”


  While TeraLyn looked like they’d just avoided a major accident, London stared at Rhonda in complete shock. This wasn’t like Rhonda. The woman excelled at knowing every little bit of information about everyone and everything. Now she was saying she didn’t want to know how or why London sent Rhonda’s client the wrong dress? This didn’t make sense.


  The bell above the door jingled, shifting Rhonda’s attention.


  “Oh, good!” she gushed. “You’re here to finalize your order?”


  “Yes,” the young blonde said. “I have all of the bridesmaids’ measurements, but they won’t arrive for the final fitting until right before the wedding.”


  “That’s fine,” Rhonda said, bustling up to the desk. “With the measurements, we can get the right sizes ordered. These dresses are the highest quality and true to size. They shouldn’t require any alterations. Your bridesmaids can try them on when you all come in to pick them up.”


  Seeing Rhonda would be busy for the next few minutes, London whispered, “Hey, TeraLyn, can you help me with something?”


  “Sure,” TeraLyn answered quietly, understanding that London didn’t want Rhonda overhearing. “What do you need?”


  “Part of why I needed to come in today is to work on arrangements for one of my celebrity clients,” London explained, showing TeraLyn a sketch of a beautiful gown. “I’m finishing one dress, and I need to start with this other one for this celebrity wedding. The problem is that she wants a private wedding with no media coverage, but she wants it in the states. Her tastes are move for aa classic wedding as opposed to an exotic destination wedding. She asked if I had any ideas, and I thought of you. I wondered if you knew of a place, either locally or in Brighton Falls, that could handle a discreet but beautiful outdoor wedding.”


  TeraLyn’s eyes glowed with excitement. “Yes, I do know of a place. It isn’t a classic wedding venue, but the owner is interested in going that direction. It’s beautiful and perfect. No one even knows about it.”


  “Where is it?” London asked, hopefully.


  “Do you know Celeste Davenport?” TeraLyn asked. “Her family owns a ranch outside of Crossroads. She’s taken over all of the operations and would like to turn part of the place into a private wedding venue.”


  “I’ve heard the name,” London said. “I think Brooke is friends with Celeste. And you think her ranch is pretty enough?”


  “Oh, yes!” TeraLyn assured, her face taking on a rosy glow. “Celeste knows my interest in wedding planning and gave me the full tour. She already made most of the basic preparations. She has a gazebo right by a beautiful little lake. And the flowers and landscaping are breathtaking. She was planning to open next year because she still needs to save money to buy some chairs and tables, but if we can provide those, then it’s completely ready.”


  “Give me Celeste’s info, and I will put my client in contact with her.” London looked at TeraLyn thoughtfully. “The wedding is not for a few weeks, but in terms of wedding planning, there’s a lot to handle. As a general rule, a lot of celebrities like a short planning window since it means less of a chance for information leaking out. My client will probably need a local wedding planner to make all of the arrangements, including chairs, tables, food, cake, and decorations. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in the job?”


  “Are you serious?” TeraLyn gasped.


  “Very,” London answered. “The only other local wedding planner I know is the one who planned Ashley Claybourne’s wedding. After the food poisoning fiasco, I think there might be a big opening for a new wedding planner in the area.”


  “I can do it!” TeraLyn said excitedly, surprising London with her confidence and enthusiasm.


  “This is pretty big, TeraLyn,” London warned. “If I recommend you, I’m putting my reputation on the line as well. I’m willing to help how ever I can, but this is a big project. If you do well, it will put you on the map and launch you instantly into premier wedding planner status.”


  “I won’t disappoint you, London! I promise,” TeraLyn assured, hopping up and down just a little in her excitement. “I’ve been studying this for years. I’ve just never had a chance before. I know I can do it!”


  London smiled. “I know you can, too! I’ll have my client give you a call today. Let me know if you run into any problems or need my help.”


  TeraLyn nodded eagerly. “I know I’ll want to see the wedding dress. The ceremony will need to match the dress.”


  “Good girl!” London said. “You can see the basic design right here in my sketchbook. I need to get final approval before I start on it tonight. As soon as I get the ‘Butterfly Dress’ shipped off, that one is next on my list.”


  “’The Butterfly Dress?’” TeraLyn echoed.


  “Yes, that’s the one I told you about. The client’s mother is terminal, and she wants to have the wedding her mother planned for her before she dies. Remember the box of old drawings? She wanted me to design her dress based on her mother’s plans from the box.”


  “You’re done with it? I want to see it,” TeraLyn urged eagerly.


  London stood and walked over to where she’d placed the bag she’d carried in when she arrived. “I’ve been working on it while I’ve been sick. I think I’m done, but I need to go through the box one more time to make sure. I based my design on the original drawings, but the box was still here at the shop. I haven’t yet made the final check.”


  She unzipped the garment bag and pulled out the gown for TeraLyn to inspect. While TeraLyn gasped in delight, London checked over every inch with a critical eye. The design of the dress was based on the theme of a butterfly. Though the mother’s pictures and drawings changed over the years while her daughter grew up, one constant was the butterflies. Usually, the gowns and drawings included a butterfly of some kind, even if it was hand-drawn awkwardly on a photo of a veil.


  Wanting to use that as her inspiration, London designed a delicate collar, with a subtle, lace butterfly positioned at the neck. The same lace met below in a bodice that resembled a classic sweetheart, but instead, at least in London’s mind, formed the wings of a butterfly. The full bodice extended past the waist, completing the butterfly’s shape and ending in a smooth skirt that flowed to the floor and extended in a train behind. More of the butterfly lace interspersed around the skirt and down the train, creating a beautiful picture of white flowers and butterflies floating along with the gown.


  The sleeves finally completed the picture, looking slightly translucent and a little poofy, though not overdone. Instead, they looked very romantic, ending at the elbow where they met the lace extending to the wrists. The entire look of the gown was unique, full of romance, and completely stunning.


  “I designed a hat to go with the veil,” London explained. “The mother seemed especially fond of hats.”


  “London, it’s exquisite,” TeraLyn gushed. “I’ve never seen another gown like it.”


  “I just hope my client likes it. I get the impression that the relationship may not have always been the best between mother and daughter. I pray Traci loves the dress her mother wanted for her and that it somehow brings a little healing to her heart and her final days with her mom.”


  “That’s a beautiful thought, London,” TeraLyn’s eyes shimmered. “I love how you use your designing as a way to minister and help other people. I hope I’m able to do the same with wedding planning. I love my mother, but I appreciate more the way you do business.”


  London’s heart went out to TeraLyn. “I like to think Rhonda means well, and she is so well-respected in the community. Everyone loves her and thinks she is the kindest, most generous person.”


  “You can appear one way, but that doesn’t mean all the show extends to the heart.” TeraLyn’s gaze dropped, and she studied the carpet. “For you, it’s the opposite. All of the love in your heart overflows out in what is shown.”


  “Thank you, TeraLyn,” London replied, touched by the sincere honesty that was obviously difficult to share. “But I’m not sure others will see it that way. I should have probably been honest with your mom about how I felt about things instead of just going behind her back to do them.”


  “No, you did it the right way,” TeraLyn said firmly. “Mom wouldn’t have let you do the right thing. Sometimes doing the right thing involves going around someone determined to do the wrong thing.”


  London smiled sadly, still not quite convinced. “Well, I hope I did the right thing all around with the ‘Butterfly Dress’. I’d like to check it and get both it and Traci’s box shipped back today.”


  London walked over to her work station, realizing Traci’s box of memorabilia wasn’t where she’d left it. Bending down, she checked under the table. Not finding it there either, she began wandering around her side of the shop, her nervousness mounting.


  Where was that box? She turned a full circle, now noticing that other things weren’t exactly where she’d left them. Everything looked rearranged. Even her neat stacks of supplies looked slightly off center and different.


  “TeraLyn, have you seen that box? I left it right there on my workstation, but it isn’t there now.”


  TeraLyn looked up from where she was still studying the “Butterfly Dress” appreciatively. “No. I saw it last week, but not recently. You can ask Mom. She got here early this morning and has been tidying up.”


  London walked directly over to where Rhonda stood still talking with the young bride about the order of bridesmaid dresses.


  “Rhonda, I left a box on my table, but it’s gone now. It also looks like some of my other things are out of place and different. Have you seen it?”


  “Oh, I was hoping you’d notice! I tidied up the whole building this morning. With you so sick, I wanted to help you out, so I reorganized things and threw out a bunch of trash. Mr. Snow does so like the shop to be clean and organized. A box? Hmmm… I threw out several boxes, but they were all full of trash.”


  London felt ill and worked to control her temper. She’d already instructed Rhonda not to touch her things, and yet here she had again, doing it all in the name of “helping.”


  “This box was on my table and was filled with scraps of drawings, pictures, and magazine clippings.”


  Rhonda’s brow furrowed. “I do recall a box on your table, but it contained trash. I didn’t want you to have to carry it out yourself, so I tossed it in the dumpster for you.”


  “Oh, Rhonda, please, tell me you didn’t!” London cried, feeling faint with darkness creeping around the edges of her vision. “That box was extremely important and belonged to one of my clients.”


  Rhonda shrugged. “A box of trash can’t be that important. If I shouldn’t have tossed it, I do apologize. I was only trying to help. Mistakes happen. Let’s just let it go at that.”


  London startled and looked at Rhonda sharply. Those were the exact words she’d used just minutes ago when talking about London’s “mistake” when sending Kelli the wrong dress.


  She threw away my box on purpose!


  Examining her shrewdly, London searched for any glimmer of evidence that Rhonda had acted vindictively. All she found was a wide-eyed, overly-innocent expression. But that didn’t fool her. In her gut, she knew the truth. Rhonda knew that London switched the wedding dresses and exacted revenge with a “mistake” of her own.


  London turned and ran for the back door of the shop, fear and adrenaline overcoming her weakness. She swung the door wide and hurried to the dumpster.


  This isn’t garbage day, right?


  The dumpster was a tall, rusty contraption, and London couldn’t quite see inside, even with standing on her tiptoes. She frantically looked around for something to stand on and give her a boost to see over the edge.


  “London, are you out here?”


  She heard Adam’s voice as the door to the shop slammed shut.


  “I’m right here by the dumpster,” she called.


  “What’s going on? I stopped by to see how you were doing, and TeraLyn said you were out here. She seemed upset. Is everything okay?”


  “No,” London admitted, close to tears. “Rhonda threw out an important box that belonged to one of my clients. I’m supposed to return it with the completed dress.”


  “Why did she do that?” Adam asked alarmed.


  “She says she thought it was trash and was trying to help me clean.”


  Adam shook his head. “Sometimes Rhonda’s heart of gold does more harm than good.”


  London frowned but didn’t respond. Adam seemed to be a dedicated member of the Rhonda fan club, though the more time London spent around Rhonda, the more she suspected that heart of gold to be pure fiction.


  “You think the box is still in the dumpster?” Adam asked.


  “I certainly hope so,” London answered, still looking for some kind of stool to use to look inside. “She supposedly threw it out this morning.” After Kelli’s mom called about the switched dress!


  “Here, let me take a look,” Adam said helpfully. Adam was quite a bit taller than London, giving him just the height needed to peer over the metal edge.


  “Yuck!” Adam removed his glasses as if the sight below him was just too painful to observe with adequate vision. “I see several boxes, but I don’t know which one is yours. The whole thing looks pretty gross, like it hasn’t had a good cleaning in years.”


  “I’m sure it hasn’t,” London said. “But I need the box. It should have my name on it and be filled with scraps of paper, mementos, and pictures.”


  Adam’s face scrunched up in complete disgust. “Honestly, London, I think you’re better off just telling your client what happened. The box doesn’t sound that important, and I doubt anything retrieved from that dumpster would be worth salvaging.”


  “I can’t do that, Adam. It might not seem valuable to you, but it means the world to Traci.”


  “Maybe we can call and see if one of the sanitation workers can make a house call in full sanitation gear,” Adam suggested.


  London shook her head. “Give me a boost, Adam.”


  “What? London, you can’t go in there. You’ve been sick, and you’re barely walking around.”


  “I’m fine,” London assured. “All this stress is a magical cure. Now, are you going to give me a boost, or do I need to go ask TeraLyn?”


  With a deep frown, Adam finally acquiesced and positioned his hands so London could use them as a step stool to throw a leg over the edge of the dumpster. She hopped down inside, immediately feeling a sense of claustrophobia with all the “yuck” Adam complained of. The stench sent a wave of dizziness and nausea over her, reminding her that despite her bravado, she still wasn’t completely recovered.


  Thankfully, this wasn’t a dumpster for a restaurant, but that didn’t seem to prevent the aroma of garbage. Scraps of cardboard and long-abandoned labels coated in a dredge of brownish-black goo crowded the corners. London stepped through the thick, brown muck, discovering that it consisted of more of the same scraps as in the corners, but aged beyond recognition to join the homogenous slime that covered the floor in a full inch.


  Recent additions to the dumpster lay in twisted contortions on top of the remains of the past, and London quickly tramped to turn over several boxes and kick away numerous trash bags, looking for the one treasure in a sea of waste.


  “Come on, London, it isn’t worth it,” Adam urged, peeking over the edge. “You’re getting filthy. If you pass out in there, I don’t know that I can get you out.”


  Ignoring Adam, she moved one black trash bag and spotted a brown box beneath it. Reaching down, she hefted the bag out of the way, slipping and landing on her knees in the gooey debris.


  Adam groaned.


  She reached for the brown box, turning it over and gasping in despair. The box bore her name, but as she carefully lifted it up, she realized the lid had come open, scattering the contents in a trail that wound a large circumference around its current location.


  Tears squeezed out her eyes, and sobs caught in her throat as she frantically gathered up each wayward scrap and put it into the box. Her vision blurred, and she stumbled. Feeling the dizziness threatening, she knew she needed to get out of there before she joined the refuse on the dumpster floor.


  Lord, help me! She cried, fearful as the world swayed and her stomach offered to reach for the sky.


  She scrambled back to the rim of the dumpster with the box held firmly to her chest. “Take this first,” she instructed Adam, entrusting him with the box. Though he grumbled, he carefully took it from her and set it aside before reappearing and offering his hand.


  She felt so weak that she would have never been able to get herself out had Adam not bodily hauled her up and over the edge.


  Taking her arm, he started to lead her back into the shop, but London refused. “I want to go to my car and go home. I can’t go back in there right now.”


  Though he wasn’t happy, Adam pursed his lips and supported her weight as she stumbled around the building and tucked her carefully into her car.


  “Is there anything else you need from inside?” Adam asked.


  “No. I have the box, and that’s enough for now. Thank you for your help, Adam. I know you didn’t agree with me, yet you stayed to help anyway. That means a lot.”


  Adam nodded. “I was just concerned for you. You had no business dumpster-diving with as sick as you’ve been. Go home and get a shower. I think I’d better do the same.”


  London felt embarrassed, realizing that she’d probably doused Adam with more than enough stench while he’d walked her to her car.


  “I’m sorry, Adam,” she whispered.


  “I’ll live. But I might need to enlarge my supply of soap.” Adam managed a feeble wave, not even attempting to get close enough to kiss her.


  London made it home and showered but couldn’t rest until she’d sorted through and cleaned every last scrap she’d found in the dumpster. Thankfully, most of the precious mementos seemed unscathed with only a few slightly damaged. However, as much as she tried to console herself that it could have been much worse, she couldn’t shake off the unsettling feeling that she hadn’t recovered everything. She’d felt too ill to upend all of the boxes and bags in the dumpster, and now that she laid everything out in front of her, she felt the absence of items she couldn’t even clearly remember.


  Her phone rang, and she answered distractedly.


  “Hi, how was your day?” Mason’s warm voice greeted. Though he hadn’t yet returned after his quick weekend trip providing medical aid, he’d called multiple times a day checking in. London also suspected that he’d called her family. Both her mom and Brooke had shown up multiple times, bringing her food and insisting on cleaning her apartment. Mason had also let something slip about Geneva, leading her to believe that her sister’s house call hadn’t fallen under privacy laws. No doubt the good doctor had fully briefed Mason on her condition, even if the final prognosis included that she was well on the road to recovery.


  “It was awful,” London choked out honestly, unable to hide her distress. Before she could stop herself, she rattled off the full report of Rhonda finding out what she’d done and then London finding out what Rhonda had done. She described searching through the dumpster and ended with her anxiety that she hadn’t found all of the pieces that belonged in the box.


  “I’m so sorry, London. That is a rough day.”


  “I’m sorry to unload,” London said, realizing how whiny she must sound. “You have no control over it. How was your day?”


  “It was fine,” he replied quickly. “Listen, London, I’m supposed to do a live interview right now, so I’ve gotta go. I’ll be praying for you and for everything to work out. I’m planning a trip to see you next week after the premiere. When I get there, I’ll help with whatever you need to get your orders and everything else back on track.”


  Before she could mumble a thank you, the line went dead, and he was gone. Feeling only more miserable, London gave up on hoping that she’d feel peace about the box or that the missing items would magically appear and wandered aimlessly to the couch. She should just go to bed, but even that seemed to require more energy and motivation than she possessed.


  She flopped on the couch and realized she hadn’t eaten anything. Not feeling hungry but knowing she needed calories anyway, she reached out to the coffee table and grabbed the box of crackers she’d left there and the remote for the TV.


  Idly crunching on the salty morsels, she turned on the TV. There on the screen in front of her sat Mason.


  I guess he really did need to go for an interview.


  Across from him, popular late-night show, Billie Anders, asked questions in her animated, comedic style.


  Mason looks really good! London thought longingly, but it was the longing for a forbidden piece of candy. He looked too good. His form was too fit, his smile too bright, his hair too perfect. He was far too tall, too muscular, and ridiculously handsome. He always had been. Like every other woman in America, she should be content to look, knowing that he’d never actually belong to her.


  He really should have shaved, London decided irritably. That scruff of whiskers along his jawline made his look over-the-top alluring. If he were completely clean-shaven, maybe his muscles, gorgeous eyes, and killer smile would be easier to ignore.


  “So, tell me about your costar,” Billie asked, her eyebrows pumping suggestively. “Rumors are that the chemistry between you two was symptomatic of something more.”


  Mason smiled and shrugged. “Jennifer is an incredible actress. It’s always easy to have chemistry with a pro like her. Sorry to disappoint, but Jenn and I are just really good friends. I’m sure Jenn’s boyfriend might object if I pretended otherwise.”


  “Oh, really?” Billie asked. “Why don’t I just show a few pics from your movie up here and let the audience decide? What do you think? Are these pics of a really good friendship? If so, I’d like a few of those!”


  Mason grinned and even managed to blush a little at the cheers and whistles.


  “Wait, wait, wait!” Billie said, putting her arms out to signal for silence. “This actually could be good news for all you ladies out there. If we heard right, he said that he and Jennifer were not an item, which means that Mason Bryce is still on the market!”


  More whistles and cheering had Mason ducking his head bashfully and grinning from ear to ear.


  “Don’t worry, ladies. I have your back,” Billie said as the noise died down. “I’ll get you a little clarification. Let me make sure I understand. Mason Bryce does not currently have a girlfriend? Are you accepting applications?”


  London sat up straight, her eyes glued to the screen. She fully expected him to lay it on thick, managing to flirt with every woman in America. After all, an eligible bachelor chanced making his popularity and demand even greater.


  With a good-natured laugh, Mason shook his head. “I didn’t say I didn’t have other interests, but those don’t include Jennifer. I consider myself as taken, but it’s yet to be seen if my particular lady wants to do the taking.”


  “Yeah, right!” Billie laughed. “As if any woman on the planet wouldn’t fall at your feet! The way I hear it, this next year will be a busy one for you. With adding your own superpowers to a certain famous franchise and portraying a real-life character that is already generating Oscar-buzz, I think you’ll have plenty of ladies throwing a few fists trying to ‘take’ you. Who knows, maybe Jennifer will volunteer a few fists as well!”


  The audience roared. While Billie eventually calmed them down enough to ask Mason a few questions about the premiere of his new movie, London didn’t really hear the words. Instead, she studied Mason’s every movement and every expression, and they left her feeling completely desolate.


  Billie was right. Mason was meant for greatness. Every little thing about him screamed charisma, and it wasn’t just his off-the-charts good looks. Mason was a good actor, and London always believed him capable of award-worthy performances. It sounded as if that was about to happen for him. Money, fame, and recognition seemed clearly in his future.


  But that future could not include her.


  Despite what Mason said, his destiny of greatness also included someone greater than her. She didn’t want that lifestyle. At heart, she was a small-town girl, and though she delved into glamour with her designs, she came home at nights. It was her day job, not her all-encompassing destiny.


  She didn’t want what Mason wanted. While he encapsulated the dream of 99 percent of the female population, London wanted less than Mason Bryce.


  She wanted a normal, small-time life. She wanted home. Despite the lies her rebellious feelings might tell, London’s head told her the truth. She wanted an Adam, not a Mason.


  With determination to focus her attention home where it belonged, London took the remote in hand and turned off the television.


  She stood from the couch and went to her bedroom, but instead of readying for bed, she went to her closet. Before she could second-guess her decision, she pulled “The Mason” dress off the rack and stuck it way back in a corner as far as she could. Then she took “The Adam” out and hung it front and center so that she could see it every time she entered the closet.


  She thought the simple act would bring her some peace and fill her with the joy of knowing she’d made the right decision.


  Then why didn’t she feel better?
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  “London, it’s me!” TeraLyn’s urgent whisper echoed over the line. “Someone is here at the shop out back! I hear them!”


  Alarm shot through London. Nobody should be there this late at night. After yesterday’s drama, London had spent the entire day avoiding any contact with Rhonda. With working only when she knew Rhonda wouldn’t be around, London had stayed late, arriving home only an hour ago. She assumed TeraLyn locked up the store and left around the same time.


  “TeraLyn, call the police!” London immediately urged.


  “I can’t! What if I’m wrong? Or what if it’s just an animal? Whoever is out there isn’t trying to get in the shop, but I hear them banging around. What if it’s just a matter of time? London, I’m scared!”


  London didn’t bother demanding to know why TeraLyn was even still at the shop at ten-thirty at night. She also didn’t bother demanding to know where Rhonda was and why TeraLyn hadn’t called her mother. Chances were good that Rhonda was either asleep already or out somewhere and wouldn’t answer TeraLyn’s call even if she’d tried.


  London helplessly glanced at the clock, calculating that it should take her five minutes to get to the shop. Even if TeraLyn called the cops, London would probably beat them there.


  Quickly, she grabbed her keys. “TeraLyn, make sure all of the doors are locked. If they try to come in, call the police. I’ll be there in five minutes.”


  By stretching the speed limit on a few side streets, London made it there in four. The parking lot stood empty of all but TeraLyn’s car. London ran to the front door and quickly unlocked it, finding her wide-eyed friend cowering inside.


  “They’re still here!” her voice shook with suppressed panic.


  “What are you even doing here, TeraLyn?” London asked. “I thought you left long ago!”


  “I was working on wedding preparations. I thought it was a good time to work since Mom went to Brighton Falls this evening.”


  London walked straight through the shop to the back door and paused, listening carefully. Sure enough, every few seconds, they could hear loud clunking and banging coming from somewhere on the other side of the door.


  “Whoever it is isn’t trying to be subtle,” London whispered.


  TeraLyn shook her head. “What are we going to do?”


  TeraLyn was right in that the sound wasn’t coming from the door itself. No one was actually trying to get in the building. Instead, they were throwing things somewhere in the back-alley area. It sounded too big to be an animal. Chances were good that all the noise could be easily attributed to a few teenagers goofing off.


  “I need a weapon,” London said, looking around the storage area for something she could wield, just in case. Not spotting anything better, London finally settled on the dismembered arm of a mannequin. It was long, hard, and should do the job if necessary. With apologies to the rest of the broken mannequin body lying on the floor, London picked up the arm and headed to the back door.


  TeraLyn scuttled along behind her and grabbed a castoff wedding dress.


  “What’s that for?” London whispered.


  “If you hit him with the arm, I can throw this over his head.”


  London shrugged. Whatever makes her feel better.


  She pushed the heavy door open slowly, cringing with the few unavoidable, protesting screeches.


  She tiptoed out, and TeraLyn followed behind. A dim light hanging above the shop door lent a soft, orange glow over everything. London strained her eyes, watching for any movement. Listening carefully, she positioned the arm like a bat right over her shoulder and crept forward. Soon, London realized the banging noise came from inside the dumpster.


  She was still trying to decide how to get up enough to see over the side when something jumped down, landing with a thud three feet in front of her.


  Startled, she drew the mannequin arm back, ready to swing it directly at the large, black shadow, but TeraLyn reacted faster. With a shriek, she tossed the wedding dress, hitting her mark with great accuracy.


  The shadow yelped, grabbing at the white thing covering his face.


  His reaction only caused TeraLyn to shriek more as she tiptoed and jumped around as if the ground were boiling water.


  Not sure what to do, London stood with the arm still cocked and tense, her eyes straining to see her target.


  The shadow untangled the dress from his face and threw it to the ground, the thrashing movements causing the orange glow of light to land on his features for the briefest of seconds.


  “Mason!” London gasped.


  TeraLyn froze. “Mason?” she squeaked. “You mean Mason Bryce was in our dumpster?”


  “Yeah, it’s me,” Mason’s scratchy voice admitted. “I just didn’t anticipate being attacked for doing so.”


  “Oh, no!” TeraLyn squealed in angst. “Are you alright? I’m so sorry! Let me run inside and get a lamp or flashlight. Don’t move until we check you over for injury.”


  TeraLyn hurried back through the door, and Mason bent to pick up the cast-off white fluff with two fingers and hold it up for inspection. “A wedding dress? You attacked me with a wedding dress?”


  “It was TeraLyn’s idea,” London said, trying to subtly shift the mannequin arm behind her back so Mason wouldn’t see it. “She was scared. Tell me, exactly why are you in the shop’s dumpster?”


  Mason turned around and reached to the cement, picking up the flashlight he’d dropped when attacked by the dress. He directed the beam at a small box he carried tightly in his other hand.


  “Are these the things you were looking for?” he asked.


  London reached for them and gasped, startled to recognize a few scraps of drawings and pictures. Mason had searched through the dumpster and found the pieces missing from her client’s box.


  “Why? How?” she asked brokenly. “I thought you were busy doing interviews.”


  Mason shrugged. “These seemed important to you, and I had about twelve hours before I needed to be back for final interviews and the premier.”


  “You came here just to find my missing scraps?”


  Mason smiled. “I came here for you, London. Finding the scraps for you seemed a good use of my time. It just cost me a little dirt and a rather unique fragrance.”


  London looked at the shadows covering his hands and realized he must have made a thorough search of the dumpster, sifting through the gunk at the bottom.


  “The good news is that I really think I got them all,” Mason said brightly, tucking the papers safely back in the box.


  London’s gaze moved from his filthy hands all the way up to his face. Then she stepped forward, put her arms around his neck, stood to her tiptoes, and kissed him.


  Mason recovered from his surprise in less than two seconds, eagerly folding her into his arms and ardently returning her kiss.


  His lips moved over hers hungrily, and she felt she entered into a bubble where nothing but Mason existed. The kiss didn’t involve butterflies and sparks. Instead, it was more like the ocean, with intense waves flowing and ebbing only to come crashing to shore again with great power and intensity.


  The door screeched open, jerking them back to reality.


  “I found a few little flashlights, but not nearly enough batteries to go around,” TeraLyn announced distractedly. “Why don’t you come inside, Mr. Bryce, and we can make sure you’re okay.”


  “I’m fine,” Mason assured. “Though a fearsome weapon, that dress didn’t leave any lasting damage. I’d better not come in. I’ve been rolling around in that dumpster and wouldn’t want to track anything inside the shop. I doubt any of the dresses need the fragrance of garbage.”


  “Mason found the things missing from the ‘Butterfly Dress’ box,” London reported, letting one of TeraLyn’s flashlight beams catch on the box now in her own arms.


  “Well, that’s a relief on all counts!” TeraLyn said enthusiastically. “A relief that you found everything to return to your client, and a relief that the strange noises out back were not actually a criminal but a movie star.”


  Mason groaned. “I’m sorry. I saw the car out front, but I didn’t see any lights inside. I didn’t think anyone would be around this time of day to be bothered by my dumpster diving attempt.”


  Both London and Mason quickly made their parting excuses and said goodbye. London said she needed to get home and suggested TeraLyn do the same. Mason pledged a quest to find a shower.


  Coming around the corner of the building, London spotted Mason’s rental car parked in the shadows.


  “How long can you stay?” she asked, deliberately trying to keep the mood superficial.


  “My flight leaves at six tomorrow morning. I’ll find a hotel to get a shower and a couple hours of sleep before I take off.”


  “Mason, you can’t march into a hotel looking and smelling like you do right now,” London pointed out. “Someone will snap a pic, and before your flight leaves tomorrow, you’ll be on the cover of every tabloid and the top story for every entertainment segment, and not for good reasons.”


  “Do you have a different idea?”


  “Let me give my parents a call. You can get a shower and a bed there, and no one will know that Mason Bryce is an accomplished dumpster diver.”


  “I can’t be all bad,” Mason said, sidling up close to her to whisper in her ear. “You didn’t seem to mind my look and smell a few moments ago.”


  London took a step back. “I’m sorry about that. I’m extremely grateful and didn’t know how to thank you, but I shouldn’t have kissed you like that.”


  “I don’t know, I rather liked that form of gratitude.”


  London didn’t know what to say. Outside the glow of surprise, relief, and thankfulness, London could think more clearly and realized she’d probably given Mason the wrong impression. She didn’t know why she’d so exuberantly kissed him, and now she had to backpedal.


  Mason looked at her, a teasing light in his eyes. “One fantastic kiss does not a commitment make?”


  “Sort of,” London said, feeling terrible. She really shouldn’t have kissed him. If he hadn’t just flown across the country to dig through a dumpster looking for something she’d lost, then she could have ignored the other dashing charms that made up Mason Bryce.


  And with that thought, she winced. You’re an idiot! She scolded herself. Was she really ready to reject the gorgeous man who cared for her enough to do that?


  “It’s just that I don’t think we’re headed in the same direction, Mason,” London tried to explain. “Obviously, I have feelings for you, but I can’t accept them. You’re off to achieve great things, and I don’t want to go along for the ride. It’s only a matter of time before you resent me for holding you back. I know you came all this way, and I can’t tell you how thankful I am. But I don’t want to lead you on to think I’m offering something I cannot give.”


  Mason smiled and stepped forward, his face inches above hers. “Please, lead me on, London. I have no illusions about my position in your head and heart. One step forward and two steps back. You care for me, but that terrifies you. When I get close, you panic and grab the nearest excuse you can find. Unfortunately, all you ever manage to come up with is a mannequin arm—a completely fake and ineffective tool for what you need it to do.”


  He had seen the mannequin arm!


  London glared at him. She didn’t think he’d noticed her choice of weapon. “I think I could have done plenty of damage with that mannequin arm.”


  Mason winked. “In this case, I think the best solution to our problem is a wedding dress. Hopefully, one that isn’t worn on my face. The sooner you realize you’re in love with me, and only me, the faster we can make that happen.”


  Was he saying that he wanted to marry her?


  No, I just misunderstood, she quickly reminded herself. Mason would never be serious about marriage, no matter how much he might joke.


  He’s not the one for me. I’m not the one for him.


  She repeated the phrases over and over, trying to make her heart believe what her head knew as fact.


  Wearily, London turned away to find her own car. “Head to my parents’ house. I’ll let them know you’re coming.”


  “London, wait,” Mason said, his voice soft. “Just so you know, I’d crawl through dumpsters every night of my life if it meant you’d kiss me like that.”


  London looked back up at him, feeling the pull and longing for him drawing her closer. Then, begging to somehow make him understand, she whispered the root of her problem, “But I don’t want to want you.”


  Then she turned and ran. She didn’t trust herself to meet him at her parents’ house. She didn’t even trust herself to stay there any longer.


  He was right. She was scared. She feared that, despite her efforts, it was already too late. If she stayed five more seconds, she knew she’d once again be in his arms, kissing that stinky man with all the love and passion she tried so hard to keep bottled up.
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  London generally sided with the bride, but she was willing to make an exception in this case. She didn’t know if she could take one more minute of eavesdropping on the bride and her four bridesmaids at the final fitting across the shop. Though it had been weeks since the food poisoning incident, London hadn’t yet recovered enough patience to put up with Rhonda’s antics or a ridiculous bridezilla.


  “Do you think I could get someone to just take a stitch right here?” the brunette bridesmaid added worriedly. “I don’t like the way it gapes open.”


  “I think mine needs altered a little, too,” the darker-haired young woman said, looking at herself in the mirror skeptically. “The sleeves don’t quite look like they’re straight.”


  “That’s the style,” Rhonda assured. “It’s supposed to drape.”


  “Can you do alterations on mine, too?” a third woman asked. “Draping or not, my particular assets make a rather immodest peek through the curtain.”


  The other bridesmaids giggled, but the bride looked at her friends sourly.


  “There isn’t time,” she said shortly. “And we’re not paying for alterations. The dresses were ordered based on the measurements you gave me. They’re fine. I didn’t ask you here about your dresses. This is supposed to be about mine. Now, what do you think? Does this dress call for my hair up or down?”


  Since the group arrived, the bride had been rude and impatient. London understood the stressed-out bridezilla mentality, but this was excessive. Adding insult to injury, the bridesmaids were right about their dresses!


  Whereas the latest trend involved dressing bridesmaids in varying styles of the same colored dress, this bride had chosen the exact same dress for each of her bridesmaids. The problem was they all possessed vastly different body types, and this particular dress looked universally terrible on all of them. Even harder on the eyes was the dresses’ bright shade of yellow.


  Adding insult to injury, London could see from a distance that the dress quality was some of the worst she had seen. Crooked seams and thin, almost sheer fabric seemed symptomatic of the poor-quality workmanship. Overall, the dresses looked cheap.


  They fit no one well, and with the little jagged, fluttery sleeves sticking out from the yellow bodice, they all looked like a sad flock of chickens with half their feathers missing.


  “I think I like your hair up, Tristy,” the blonde, plump bridesmaid ventured bravely. “Maybe with a few loose curls hanging down from a big pile on top. How about we all do our hair like that?”


  “Absolutely not,” Tristy responded adamantly. “If I do mine up, you all are doing yours down. I have to be different from the rest of you.”


  “I have a seam coming undone,” the tall brunette said, lifting up her skirt as evidence.


  “That’s not a concern,” Rhonda said, barely glancing at the seam. “It’ll be fine until after the wedding. These dresses are such high quality. That seam is probably double reinforced, so it’s just an extra string, not necessarily a seam unraveling.”


  “Um… but there’s a hole,” the bridesmaid insisted.


  “Nothing that a safety pin can’t fix,” Rhonda said brightly.


  “Would you suggest a safety pin for the sleeves as well?” the plump blonde asked smartly. “I can’t seem to keep them from ‘draping’ down and flashing everyone.”


  “Would you stop?” the bride demanded, literally stomping a foot. “This is supposed to be about me. It doesn’t even matter what you look like. If you don't stop complaining about the beautiful bridesmaid dress that I chose and didn’t even ask you to pay for, then I guess I don’t need you to be in my wedding!”


  The shocked bridesmaids clustered around Tristy, murmuring words of comfort.


  “It’s okay,”


  “The dresses are beautiful.”


  “We didn’t mean it.”


  “It’s not like we have time for alterations anyway.”


  “Actually, I may be able to help,” London said, stepping forward. She couldn’t take it anymore. The one regret she had over her actions the past few weeks was that she hadn’t carried them out openly. She was done with doing the right thing in secret. Despite TeraLyn’s warning, she wanted to share her opinions honestly and stand up for what she believed. “I think I could make a few simple alterations and have the dresses ready by Saturday. I’m pretty fast.”


  Rhonda flapped her hands in agitation. “Oh, that really isn’t necessary, London. Tristy is on a budget. These ladies probably have no idea how much a London Hutchins alteration costs.”


  “I don’t think I’ve mentioned a price yet,” London said. “I think I can do things in a very affordable way. I’d just like everyone to feel happy and good with how they look.”


  “Do you think you can fix these sleeves?” the plump blonde asked hopefully.”


  London reached over and took a few pinches in the fabric. She even took the measuring tape from around her neck and took a few measurements. “Yes, that shouldn’t be a problem.”


  Tristy burst into tears, and not just a few delicate sniffles. She wailed, dramatically sobbing and flinging her arms to and fro until she plopped herself on the floor in the middle of her white marshmallow of a wedding dress. If the gown hadn’t been so voluminous, she would have probably rolled on the floor like a two-year-old, but instead, she could only wiggle and flap in her confinement.


  “All you can do is complain about the bridesmaids’ dresses, like it’s all about you,” she sobbed, her wail echoing through the shop. “But you’re already all so beautiful. This is my wedding! I’m the one who’s supposed to be beautiful! Not you!”


  Though everyone else hovered over her in concern, again proclaiming their devotion to the ridiculous dresses, London could barely keep from rolling her eyes.


  Clearly, Tristy’s issues involved an over-wrought ego and not a small amount of jealousy toward her friends.


  “Your bridesmaids wearing dresses that fit will only reflect well on you, not make you any less beautiful,” London insisted.


  Tristy wailed even louder.


  “London, that’s enough!” Rhonda hissed. “Can’t you see how upset you’ve made her?”


  “It’s okay,” the blonde said, jerking her sleeve back onto her shoulder. “We’ll make do.”


  “Tristy, stand up, honey.” Rhonda soothed. “We haven’t yet seen your veil. It’s just a misunderstanding. Your friends love their dresses. Don’t you?”


  The friends all eagerly nodded, bravely lying while taking turns giving the bride consoling hugs.


  Well, she’s accomplished it, London thought, appreciating Tristy’s dedication to the cause. Her dramatic performance just guaranteed that Tristy would be the only attractive woman at her wedding. She’d only needed to make her friends ugly to accomplish it!


  With victory in her grasp, Tristy calmed down and let everyone primp and fawn over her until she smiled tremulously in the mirror, inspecting the veil as it cascaded down her back.


  “I do wish the back of the dress was more dramatic,” she complained, a slight catch still in her throat. “I wanted an open back, or laces, or something! It’s just so plain!”


  “Remember, we talked about that, my dear,” Rhonda said gently. “You loved this dress and didn’t like the other more fancy-backed ones nearly as much. It suits you so.”


  The bridesmaids eagerly agreed, pronouncing her stunning and the most beautiful bride they’d ever seen.


  London sighed. Though the bridesmaids tried valiantly, she still detected worry and sorrow in their faces when they’d catch sight of themselves in the mirror. One girl, especially, couldn’t look at herself without awkwardly yanking at the front and the sleeves, trying to get more coverage.


  With sudden inspiration, London stepped forward once more. “I have an idea! Why don’t you let me take a picture of all of you? Tristy, I can send it to you for your photo album, and you can also look to make sure everyone looks exactly as you want them. Sometimes you can’t see how things really look until you see the picture.”


  The ladies agreed and crowded together for the pic. London also requested they turn around and do a shot from the back. Finally, she had them do a silly photo where they all jumped up on the count of three. She asked Tristy’s number and quickly sent her the photos. Tristy’s phone beeped, and they all eagerly crowded around to look at the screen.


  “Is that what you want, Tristy?” London asked, hoping in spite of her doubt. “Is that how you want the dresses and everyone to look?”


  Tristy gasped. “I’m beautiful! Look at me! It’s exactly how I want it!”


  And with those few words, London gave up on the “open and honest” tactics and assigned herself an ultra-secret and highly dangerous mission.


  Whether they wanted it or not, London determined to save the day.
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  “You want to what?” Adam sputtered, choking on his water. “London, you can’t be serious!”


  “I am serious!” London insisted. “But I need your help.”


  London had waited until they were almost finished with dinner before she revealed her real reason for inviting him to dinner at La Bonita Sombrero tonight.


  “London, I can’t help you commit a felony!” Adam said, his low voice taking on an angry tone. “You’re talking about breaking and entering. And if that’s not enough, you’re adding grand theft on top of it!”


  “I am not,” London insisted, highly offended. “I’m not breaking anything. I’m fixing. And I’m not stealing, I’m just borrowing for a while. Everything will be returned. That’s kind of the point.”


  She placed her napkin on her plate, suddenly losing her appetite to finish her meal. She’d hoped to enlist Adam’s help on her mission, but he made it all sound so sinister. She didn't intend to commit a crime, she wanted to prevent a crime from being committed! Well, maybe it wasn’t an actual crime, but it wasn’t right that Tristy expected her bridesmaids to wear dresses that made them feel so self-conscious and uncomfortable. Couldn’t Adam see that she was righting a wrong?


  “Yeah, a judge and jury won’t buy that explanation,” Adam said flatly, his tone dripping with the condescension of an arrogant lawyer. “I can’t believe you’re even considering it!”


  London looked at him as if seeing him for the first time. She’d made a mistake. She should have never approached him about this. Now she clearly realized that Adam would never agree to bend any rules, even if the rule-bending was required to do what was right. In Adam’s mind, the rules were right, and anything outside the rules was very wrong, no matter what the reason.


  “You’re right,” London said, suddenly switching tactics. “It’s a silly idea. Not my business anyway. Tristy will be beautiful, and her bridesmaids hideous, but that doesn’t really concern me.”


  “Good girl,” Adam beamed. “Best not to get involved. I know you’re upset, but that doesn’t change who you are. My London was always the most sensible girl I know. Never stepped over the line. Never will.”


  London managed to adopt a false cheerfulness and make small talk until the check was paid. They walked out to the parking lot where London thanked him for meeting her for dinner and submitted to a kiss on the cheek. This time, she didn’t even attempt to talk herself into feeling something deep and lasting for Adam.


  The logical part of her mind granted that, on some level, he just may be right, but her disappointment and anger clouded any acknowledgment that she would eventually cool off and return to the task of convincing herself that Adam was the best and most wonderful man for her.


  After saying goodbye, London dropped the pretense and went to her apartment to prepare. She briefly thought about calling Brooke, but Brooke was sometimes a rule follower as well. She couldn’t risk her responding the same as Adam. Both Sydney and Geneva would be totally on board with any covert mission, but Sydney was out of town, and Geneva was working.


  London set her jaw in determination. If Adam wouldn’t help her, she’d find a way to do it all by herself.


  At home, she dressed in black leggings and a black top, feeling more and more like the crook Adam insinuated. She even grabbed a black scarf to tie around her head so the blonde color wouldn’t attract the light. Determined not to talk herself out of her intentions, she quickly gathered the supplies she thought she’d need and took off. Thankfully, she’d managed to overhear Tristy and her bridesmaids’ evening plans. With a few, innocent, well-placed questions, London knew exactly where to find the group.


  Of course, that meant that London’s mission now involved crashing a bachelorette party.


  With her box of supplies in hand, she exited her apartment and turned back around to lock the door behind her.


  “Where are we going?” a voice asked from right beside her.


  Startled, she jumped, almost upending the box in her arms.


  Turning around, she glared at Mason. However, in all honesty, she was angrier at herself than she was him. She couldn’t claim to be a very accomplished outlaw if she couldn’t manage to spot someone before he startled her at her elbow!


  “Why are you always sneaking up on me?” she asked irritably. “Yet again, I didn’t know you were in town. There’s this really cool invention. It’s called a phone. Maybe you could try using one instead of just showing up and scaring me half to death!”


  London hadn’t seen Mason since the dumpster incident. Though he’d called almost every day, he’d been busy with the release of his new movie. Never once had he mentioned that he might show up today.


  “Guilty conscience, huh?” Mason asked, quirking an eyebrow. Then, more seriously, he continued. “I’m sorry about not giving you notice. I’m never quite sure if I’ll get off. It’s always a last-minute thing. Plus, I like to surprise you and interrupt any crimes you are planning to commit.” He looked her up and down pointedly, taking in the full black that made her look like a burglar eager for a job.


  London’s eyes narrowed, trying to think how best to get rid of him. She didn’t want a repeat of the scene with Adam.


  When she didn’t respond right away, that eyebrow lifted again, and the corner of his mouth tipped up. “Whatever crime you’re committing, I want in.”


  London blinked, startled. That was not the reaction she’d expected.


  Hastily making up her mind, she tossed out the truth bluntly, figuring she might as well scare him away. “I’m not committing a crime, but I am breaking into a bachelorette party in order to steal some bridesmaids’ dresses. Well, not really steal. I fully intend to return them. I just need to borrow them for a bit.”


  Mason looked at her steadily. “Ok, how can I help? Do I get to wear black, too?”


  He didn’t even know the why behind her actions, and yet he was still prepared to jump all in with both feet.


  “Can you be the lookout?” London asked. “I need someone to watch my back when I go in.”


  Mason frowned. “That doesn’t sound nearly as fun as breaking and entering, but I can probably manage.”


  They walked to London’s car, and Mason climbed into the passenger side without even asking to drive.


  London scrambled to figure out what to say, but she still felt stunned. She couldn’t quite comprehend how his reaction could be so different from Adam’s. She felt so bothered by the difference that after several minutes of driving in silence, she couldn’t stop herself from asking, “Aren’t you concerned at all? Some people might actually view our actions as a crime, and yet you haven’t even asked why I want to steal a bunch of dresses.”


  “Why would I be concerned?” Mason asked, seeming genuinely perplexed. “I know you. I know you wouldn’t actually commit a crime. You said you intended to return the dresses. Anything you do is because you’re trying to help someone.”


  London’s heart melted just a little. Whereas Adam had trusted the person she was years ago, Mason trusted who she was now. He didn’t need to understand her actions to have faith in her heart and motives. So much faith that he wanted to help in whatever endeavor she felt important.


  Mason shrugged and continued lightly. “Besides, if we do get caught, we can insist on a joint trial, and I can try to get you off. I want to be wherever you are, even if that’s in court!”


  London rolled her eyes, ignoring the heartwarming sentiment wrapped in humor. “You’re full of it, Mason.”


  “Come on, London. You should already know that stealing a bunch of dresses from a bachelorette party sounds like a great adventure date to me!”


  “It’s not a date,” London clarified firmly.


  Mason crossed his arms and adopted a pout. “I’m not going to be the lookout unless it’s an actual date. A guy needs a little compensation.”


  London couldn’t capture the small smile fast enough. “Fine,” she granted with seeming reluctance. “If you want to label it a date, go ahead. But only this once. Next time, we steal dresses, it’s definitely not a date.”


  “Agreed!” Mason said gleefully.


  London pulled up to a house, noting the number of vehicles lining the driveway and street. “Here we are. This is Tristy’s house. All of the ladies should be inside enjoying Tristy’s party. I’m hoping to sneak in through the back door. With the wedding tomorrow, the dresses should be in one of the rooms upstairs. I’ll grab them and then sneak back out. I need you to get close enough to the house so that you can hear enough to know if I’m in trouble. Like if someone starts to head upstairs, I need you to call to let me know.”


  Mason frowned. “That’s a bit of a vague plan. What if the back door is locked? How am I supposed to get close enough to see and hear what’s going on?”


  “Haven’t you done a few spy movies?” London challenged. “I thought you could handle it.”


  “I’m not saying I can’t handle it,” Mason said, opening his car door and sticking a leg out in anticipation. “I’m saying I pegged you for a more accomplished mastermind.”


  London smiled and got out of the car. “I like to trust my team with their own creativity.” She got out of the car and came around to meet Mason. “I recruit only the best.” Standing on her tiptoes, she gave him a quick peck on the cheek, trying to convey how much she appreciated his help.


  He stopped her before she pulled away. “Move that kiss a few inches toward the middle, and I’ll blindly follow you anywhere.”


  London squirmed out of his embrace. “I don’t want you blind. I need you to watch my back, remember?”


  London had parked down the street from the house and now scurried back with Mason following. Mason approached the front while London darted around back. Finding the rear entrance, she wasted no time in venturing up into the glow from the windows and grasping the doorknob with her hand. But it held fast, not consenting to turn even a fraction of an inch.


  Frustrated, she crept back the way she came to the front. Reaching the shadows beside the front glow of the porch light, she spotted Mason’s shadow positioned right beneath an open window.


  Fortunately, the heat of the day had cooled enough that the house’s inhabitants had opened the windows to welcome the night breeze. This enabled both London and Mason to clearly hear the chatter and raucous laughter coming from inside.


  Knowing Mason had spotted her, she motioned to the front door, indicating her intention to try that avenue of access. She saw his sharp shake of the head, clearly telling her to not make the attempt. But she ignored him.


  Stepping out from the shadows, she lightly ran up the front steps and grasped the knob. It turned in her hand. Carefully, she twisted, keeping steady, even pressure as she slowly pushed the heavy wood door inward, hoping to avoid any screeching to announce her arrival.


  With one final glance at Mason crouching in the bushes, she slipped inside and slid the door shut behind her. She flattened herself against the door, listening to the ladies’ voices in the living room to her right. Music played, and it sounded like the party was in full swing.


  She carefully peeked around the corner of the entryway, trying to determine where everyone was positioned. The stairs were a straight shot in front of her, but if she made the dash, she’d be fully visible for a couple of seconds as she sprinted up the stairs.


  The bridesmaids clustered in the center of the room, and it looked like they were playing some kind of game that involved rolls of toilet paper. More importantly, their backs were to her.


  With a deep breath, she lunged for the stairs, her feet pumping up the steps like a cartoon on fast forward. Heart pounding, she reached the top and didn’t stop to await any cries that she’d been seen. She hurried to the first door, swinging it open and assessing whether it was a likely candidate to contain the dresses for tomorrow’s wedding. She found an office and a spare bedroom with no desired results. On her third try, she opened the door to find a rack of white garment bags gracing the center of a room. To her relief, she noted the bags were labeled with “Snow White Bridal,” and a quick zip up and down confirmed a yellow dress inside.


  After verifying the identity of the dresses, she turned the lights in the room off, preferring to work in the dark rather than risk being spotted. Returning to the silver rack mounted on wheels, she gathered up the four bridesmaids’ dresses into her arms.


  Ugh! Looking down at her load, she realized there’s no way she could get all of the dresses downstairs without being seen, and there’s no way she wanted to try for a second trip. Looking around desperately for a solution, her gaze landed on a window, and an idea began to form.


  She walked through the darkened room to where the moonlight spilled through the window. With a grunt, she slid the pane open. Using the flashlight on her phone, she located small pulls, which she used to remove the screen from the frame.


  Assuring herself of her plan, she took out her phone and dialed. When the line picked up, she whispered, “Mason, I need you to come around the west side of the house. I’ll flip the light on and off so you know which window is mine.”


  Mason didn’t respond, but she could tell by the small grunts and increased breathing pattern that he was complying. She strode back to the other side of the room. Waiting about ten seconds, she reached for the light switch and quickly flipped it up and down.


  “I see you,” came the breathy whisper.


  Returning to the window, she stuck her head out the open space and bravely looked down. A shadow far below moved, disengaging itself from the rest of the black, and she knew Mason waited below.


  “I’ll toss the dresses down to you. You just need you to catch the falling garment bags.” London picked up the first bag.


  “What? I’m not sure—”


  London tossed the dress out the window.


  “Oomph!” Came the sound over the phone. “Got it.”


  “Good,” London responded. “Here comes another one.”


  Within about two minutes, all four bridesmaids’ dresses took the plunge out the window. London started to leave, but then spied one more dress shadowing the rack.


  I’ll need that one, too! Quickly grabbing it, she sent it sailing out the window with a last-minute cry for Mason to catch one more.


  While she quickly adjusted the window pane back in place, she gave her next instructions. “Now I need you to go back around the front and listen to make sure the coast is clear. Call if there’s a problem. Otherwise, I’m coming back out the front door.”


  Finishing, she exited the darkened room, closing the door softly behind her and tiptoeing back to the stairs. She took the first two steps and froze at the sensation of the phone buzzing in her hand. She put it up to her ear.


  “Abort!” Mason cried. “They’re coming!”


  London suddenly realized the voices were getting louder. Her panicked eyes shot to the window where she knew Mason was stationed. She turned to run back up but knew she wouldn’t make it. Her gaze caught movement as they entered the front entryway, heading for the stairs.


  She couldn’t move her feet fast enough back up the steps and through one of the closed doors in the hall. Instead, she stood in their direct line of sight with no place to hide.


  London took a deep breath and held it, expecting to hear screeching.


  Tristy’s blonde locks approached the stairs.


  Knock, knock knock!


  The loud, insistent pounding on the front door drew the attention of Tristy and the others, and they didn’t once look to the top of the stairs.


  London wasted no time in sprinting up the steps and sneaking into the nearest room.


  With the door still open just a crack, she heard Tristy swing open the front door and gasp.


  “Hi!” came Mason’s strong, masculine voice. “I heard someone is getting married and thought I’d stop by to say hello!”


  Ear-piercing shrieks of delight filled the house.


  “Mason Bryce!” Tristy squealed. “You got Mason Bryce to be my stripper!”


  London’s eyes flew wide, and she longed to see Mason’s face. What had she gotten him into?


  “Um… no!” Mason said quickly. “I’m not the entertainment. But I’m happy to take a few pics and sign autographs.”


  With only slightly less enthusiastic squeals, the ladies apparently pulled Mason into the living room. At least, it didn’t sound like they were quite so close from where London hid.


  Cautiously, she opened the door wider and stuck her head out to be sure. If Mason was distracting the ladies, he did it so that she could escape while their backs were turned.


  Creeping forward, she confirmed that the area between the stairs and the front door was now cleared of Mason’s adoring fans.


  With heart pounding, she tiptoed down the stairs and out the front door. Though tempted to take over Mason’s hiding place under the window and listen to the drama unfolding inside, she resisted, knowing that at any minute, Mason could come out making a run for it. Quickly she gathered up the dresses from where Mason had left them in the yard. Though it took two trips, she secured them in the car without further incident.


  Though tempted to eavesdrop again, she instead decided to wait in the car, providing Mason with a quick getaway if needed.


  Five minutes waiting turned into ten, and guilt caught up with London. Mason had sacrificed himself to get her out of the house. Now, who knew what he was being subjected to in there with multiple women already half in love with the hot movie star from the country’s current box office hit.


  Her mind tumbled through plans of potential rescue operations, but the only one that held any merit was to march into the house and confess what she’d done. She placed her hand on the car door handle, ready to wrench it open and head back in for the rescue when the passenger door whipped open and Mason clambered inside out of breath.


  “Go!” he urged, his face strained with the worry of someone who thought he was being chased by a flock of small, yapping dogs.


  Not needing any more explanation, London immediately pulled out and stepped on the gas.


  When Mason’s breathing slowed, and they were almost halfway to the bridal shop, London finally ventured. “What happened? How did you finally get away?”


  Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Mason gulp, and a frightened look crossed his face in an expression she’d never seen before.


  “I managed to sneak away when they were distracted,” he explained. “No one saw me go.”


  “What were they so distracted about?”


  Mason paused, then admitted reluctantly. “The real entertainment arrived.”


  London grunted, trying to hold in the laughter, but it was no use. The stress of the mission brimmed over the edge of her control, and for the next few minutes, she almost couldn’t drive due to the great waves of laughter bending her over the steering wheel.
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  London finished the seam and held it up for inspection. She thought about waking Mason up to ask his opinion, but he was sleeping so peacefully on the shop floor beside her that she didn’t want to disturb him quite yet.


  She checked the time, seeing that she needed to hurry with her last project. She’d already finished with all four of the bridesmaids’ dresses, which didn’t leave her much time to get everything back to Tristy’s house before daylight.


  She hurriedly removed Tristy’s wedding dress from the bag and laid it on her work table. The other dresses had been relatively easy with the only difficulty lying in her lack of measurements. But she’d brought up the photos of the bridesmaids on her phone. Through careful study, she estimated the measurements of each of the women, and though not an exact science, she hoped and prayed she’d gotten them close enough.


  However, touching the wedding dress was risky. If she did this wrong, she could completely ruin the entire dress. But it was the only way. She’d thought through this endeavor as if playing a game of chess. The only way to get a checkmate was to entrap the queen.


  With a deep breath, she made the first cut in the fabric. After that, there was no going back. London worked quickly, letting her fingers expertly fold and sew, creating art in the form of a dress.


  Lord, I’m worried about this, London prayed as she worked. My heart is in the right place, but I didn’t ask permission to do any of this. In fact, I’m certain I wouldn’t get permission, and yet here I am doing it anyway. I really don’t know how You feel about helping people even when they don’t want help, but I’m still asking You to work it all out. Please bless my efforts. If there are consequences, help me deal with those, but most of all, please bring something good out of my work—not necessarily something good in my eyes or the eyes of the women involved, but something good in Your eyes.


  Mason groaned and turned over. “Are you almost done, London?”


  “Almost,” London replied. “Five more minutes.”


  Mason’s breathing evened out once again as he fell back into a light sleep. Though she worked steadily, every once in a while, she’d glance his way, seeing the handsome movie star curled up on the floor of a bridal shop with a bagged crinoline as a pillow. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm, and London couldn’t help but admire his rugged good looks. More heart-melting than his physical appearance, however, was the knowledge that he was here for her.


  He’d agreed to her crazy idea of stealing dresses the night before a wedding. He’d helped her every step of the way. And when she should have been caught, he’d stepped in and sacrificed himself, crashing a bachelorette party to protect her. Now, he’d spent all night on the floor, getting only a few moments of sleep in order to be with her while she worked.


  “Done!” London announced, calling up Mason’s groggy head to inspect her work. “What do you think?”


  “I think it looks like a wedding dress,” he answered vaguely. “I didn’t see the before picture, but it doesn’t look like you destroyed it.”


  “Well, that was part of my goal, so I’m glad I succeeded in that area.”


  “What’s your plan now?” Mason said, standing up and stretching his arms above his head. “Are you planning to call the bride in a couple hours and tell her the dresses are here?”


  “No,” London replied calmly. “I’ll take them back to Tristy’s house and get them back on the rack in that bedroom. That way, no one will know anyone was there until they try on the dresses and find out a fairy godmother has been at work!”


  “London, you can’t be serious,” Mason moaned, rubbing a hand wearily over his face. “How will you get them back into the house? You almost got caught last time. You only got the dresses out by dropping them out the window. You can’t exactly heft them all up the stairs with no one noticing.”


  “Well, I didn’t anticipate doing it all myself!” London answered, looking at him pointedly.


  “Oh, no,” Mason groaned. “London, if I show up there again, those women will expect more than a hello!”


  London laughed, deciding to have mercy on him. “Don’t worry, ‘Magic Mason,’ I’m not putting you on the entertainment schedule. I have an idea where neither one of us will need to darken the front door. We just need to stop at my parents’ house for a ladder—a big one.”


  Still looking skeptical, Mason helped London load the dresses back into the car. By her estimates, they had less than an hour before the early sun began to brighten the eastern sky.


  They stopped at her parents’ house for the ladder, but London soon realized that there was no way she could tie it on the roof of her small sedan.


  “We’ll need to borrow Dad’s truck,” she said decisively. “I don’t want to wake them, but I know where the keys are. I’ll go grab them, and we’ll switch the ladder and dresses into the truck bed.”


  Less than ten minutes later, they were back on the road with Mason’s lone remark, “Might as well add grand theft auto to tonight’s rap sheet.”


  They pulled back up to Tristy’s house and saw that it was completely dark inside. The ladies must have finally called it a night, getting a couple hours of sleep before the wedding.


  “I preferred it when they were awake and having a party,” Mason whispered nervously. “There’s nothing to cover the sound of us breaking and entering again.”


  “I’ll be quiet,” London assured. “Help me carry the ladder back over to the same window from earlier. I left the screen off. I’ll climb up the ladder and crawl in through the window. Then you can hand me the dresses, and I’ll return them to the rack.”


  Though obviously not excited about the idea, Mason didn’t complain. He helped carry the ladder and all the dresses to their positions and then gazed back up at the window.


  “London, I’m not sure this idea of yours will work,” he finally whispered.


  “Of course it will,” she assured.


  “Even though you left the screen off, it will still take considerable strength and leverage to open the window from the outside. I’m assuming you didn’t leave the pane open.”


  “No, I didn’t want bugs to get in, but I did leave enough space to wedge my fingers in to pull it the rest of the way open.”


  “And then you’ll need to step across a decent amount of space between the ladder and the window sill. London, your legs aren’t long enough to make that leap without risk of falling. I can’t let you do that.”


  London looked up, worried. That space in between the ladder and the window sill was a little more than she liked, but she didn’t really have a choice. The dresses needed to return to that room.


  She was just about to tell him that she would get the job done with or without him, when Mason spoke again. “I’ll do it.”


  “What?” London asked in surprise.


  “I’ll be the one to open the window and climb into the room. I’m stronger, and my legs are longer. You can hand the dresses to me, and I’ll hang them up. It’s the safest way.”


  London swallowed. “Mason, this isn’t your responsibility or idea. I don’t want—”


  But he was already starting up the ladder. London watched him climb, anxiously taking the spotter position. Though he spoke under his breath, London could still clearly hear his muttered words.


  “I can see the headline now. ‘Mason Bryce Falls from Ladder After Breaking into a House to Steal Dresses.’”


  “There are worse ways to go,” London pointed out, unable to resist teasing just a little.


  Mason only grunted in response and reached out to pull the window open wide. Then he carefully reached his leg from the ladder to the window sill.


  London’s heart migrated to her throat as she watched him carefully transfer his weight and climb through.


  Whew! He made it! Maybe all those action movie stunts did come in handy after all!


  As he disappeared safely inside the room, London grabbed the large, zippered sack containing the wedding dress and climbed up the ladder. She reached across the open space, extending the heavy bag for Mason to grasp. Then she headed back down to retrieve one of the bridesmaids’ dresses.


  Halfway up the ladder with the last dress, she saw a light flicker on downstairs. Hurrying up the rest of the way, she hissed into the open window. “Mason someone is awake! A light turned on downstairs.”


  Mason immediately froze, staying in his same position by the rack of dresses in the darkened room. London realized he was listening. Then, he suddenly bolted for the window. “Get down!” he urged. “Someone is coming! I hear them on the stairs!”


  London scrambled down the ladder, feeling it tremble as Mason mounted it before she was clear.


  “But the dress!” London cried, realizing she still held the last garment bag in her arms.


  Wordlessly, Mason reached down for it, taking it from London’s outstretched hands. She watched worriedly as Mason took the dress and reached across to shove the bag through the window. But he couldn’t quite get it all the way through, and part of it still hung out awkwardly.


  Wringing her hands with worry, London watched Mason hold to the ladder with his hands and reach across with one of his long legs to push the bag through by repeatedly kicking it past the windowsill and into the dark room.


  Seeing him comically jab with his foot would have sent London into fits of giggles except for the added stress of expecting him to be caught at any moment. When the tail of the bag eventually disappeared through the opening, Mason reached out, hefted the window shut and abruptly ducked.


  Light suddenly streamed from the window.


  With her hands shaking, London held the ladder steady while Mason scrambled down.


  “Go!” he urged, his breath coming in short gasps.


  London grabbed one end of the ladder while he grabbed the other, and they raced across the yard to the truck. London stumbled, trying to keep up with Mason and expecting any second to hear shouting and footsteps chasing them.


  They slid the ladder into the bed of the truck, and London tossed Mason the keys. Without a word, he got in the driver’s seat and took off.


  Only after several blocks and repeatedly checking behind them did London finally speak. “Thanks for driving. I didn’t know if I could keep hold of the wheel with as bad as my hands were shaking.”


  Mason looked over and winked. “I knew that evasive driving training I did for that spy movie would come in handy at some point.”


  “Oh, I hope not!” London cried, taking another urgent peek behind them. “Who was up there in the room?” she asked, trying to estimate the likelihood of someone pursuing them after all.


  “I didn’t stay around to conduct an interview!” Mason replied smartly. “I think whoever it was heard me shut the window. I saw the door open and ducked my head right before the light flipped on.”


  Lost in her own thoughts, London kept mostly silent the rest of the way back to her parents’ house.


  “Am I giving you a ride back to my place?” she asked once they’d delivered the ladder and the truck to their original locations. “Do you have a rental car there?”


  “Yes, please,” Mason said. “I need to head back to Brighton Falls to catch a flight in a few hours.”


  “Already? But you just got here!”


  Mason held up his phone and tipped it to and fro. “After I arrived last night in Brighton Falls, I got a call from my agent saying he had arranged for a meeting with a producer I’ve been in negotiations with. The meeting is today, so I need to get back. It’s a pretty important project.”


  London nodded. “I understand. Thank you for all of your help. I know it wasn’t exactly what you signed up for.”


  Mason nodded and stifled a yawn, which made London feel even worse. Not only had he stayed up all night to help her, but now he had to go to an important meeting on no rest.


  Unsure what to say, London got in her car and silently drove both her and Mason back to her apartment. Mason didn’t say anything either, which only made her more concerned. Here she’d been expecting him to make a pass as “payment” when this adventure concluded, and she knew she wouldn’t rebuff him. He’d been amazing in every way, and she wanted to show him how much she cared and appreciated him.


  Yet, now he didn’t even seem to want to speak to her!


  They both got out of the car, and London hurried around to meet him.


  With a quick breath, she flung out the question that she couldn’t seem to shake. “Are you mad at me?”


  “Why would I be mad?” Mason asked, his brow furrowing.


  “I know this project wasn’t exactly what you expected.”


  Mason’s tired face gentled with a soft smile. “London, I don’t anticipate life with you to be at all what I expect, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I was happy to help because I knew this was important to you. That made everything worth it to me.”


  “Does it rank anywhere in the top ten best dates?” London asked, slanting a coy look his way.


  “Oh, top five for sure.”


  London sighed, the merriment draining away. “Mason, I feel like a horrible person. Here you are amazing, and you do such amazing things for me.” She reached her hand out, indicating the whole Mason Bryce package from head to toe. “Yet I can’t…” her hand dropped in frustration. She didn’t even know how to finish that sentence.


  “I know, London,” Mason said with only understanding and acceptance in his blue eyes. “Until God tells you He made our hearts for each other, I’ll wait, ready and willing to show you that truth in every way I can.”


  He reached up to her face, trailing a finger softly along her cheek, ending in a feather-light touch on her lips. “As much as I’d like to kiss you, I want you to know that simply spending time with you, whatever crazy scheme you come up with, is more than enough payment for me.”


  His hand dropped, and he smiled. “See you later, London.”


  Feeling completely bereft, London watched him drive away and wished for the comfort more “payment” would have provided. What made it worse was the conviction that one day, he would tire of her reticence and wouldn’t come back. And she wouldn’t blame him at all.


  It would be entirely her fault.
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  “London, thank goodness you’re here!” TeraLyn greeted her as soon as she stepped through the door of the bridal shop. “I need to speak with you right away. I tried to call you. Repeatedly.”


  London looked at her friend in concern, noting how flushed and agitated she seemed. Something must really be wrong.


  “I’m sorry. I had my phone off. I had a late night and only got a few hours of sleep before coming in. What do you need?”


  TeraLyn looked around nervously, spotting her mother busily conversing with a client.


  “Hello, London, dear,” Rhonda called cheerfully. “So glad to see your pretty face this morning!”


  London waved, “Hi, Rhonda.”


  TeraLyn waited until her mother turned back to her client, and then she gestured for London to follow. Scurrying to London’s side of the store, she only stopped and turned around.


  “London, she knows!” she rasped out, her eyes wide with fear.


  Not again!


  “Who knows what?” London asked wearily, convinced TeraLyn must be over-reacting.


  “Mom knows what you did last night, and she’s very, very angry.”


  London paused in shock, wondering how that could possibly be true. Rhonda had just given her a friendly morning greeting that contained no trace of any ire.


  But with Rhonda, that doesn’t necessarily mean anything, she reminded herself.


  Before London could ask for clarification, TeraLyn continued, spilling the words out like thousands of tiny beads one had no hope of ever retrieving. “Tristy called first thing this morning. Mom was so upset that she checked the security feed from the store last night. Did you know we have security cameras? I think she suspected you must have something to do with it. Then she saw you with a guy carrying a bunch of garment bags into the store. Hours later, the feed shows you leaving with the same bags. Oh, London, I’m afraid she was so angry, she did something terrible, and I don’t—”


  “Slow down, TeraLyn,” London urged, putting her hand up to halt the flow of words so rapid, keeping up with any kind of understanding became a struggle. “You said Rhonda was angry, but what about Tristy? Was she upset when she called?”


  “No, not at all,” TeraLyn reported, seeming surprised by the question. “In fact, she was actually calling to thank Mom. She said she didn’t know how Mom managed the magic, but she loved her wedding dress and the altered back so much better.”


  “What about the bridesmaids’ dresses?” London asked cautiously.


  “Oh, she wasn’t too pleased about those, but the other bridesmaids were. Tristy was excited enough about her dress that she seemed less interested in the alterations to the bridesmaids’ dresses.”


  “Whew! That’s such a relief.” London said, feeling that any consequences would now be completely justified. Her plan had worked! Granting Tristy’s wishes for a “more dramatic back” on her wedding dress had, in essence, purchased enough favor to compensate for any negativity she might feel toward the beautifully-altered bridesmaids’ dresses.


  “But, London, Tristy isn’t the problem. Mom is!” TeraLyn insisted, her alarm not waning in the least. “I think she did something to get back at you.”


  “What do you mean?” London asked, suddenly feeling a little sick.


  Her face crumpling in anxiety, TeraLyn reported breathlessly, “After she found out for sure it was you on the security feed, I tried to defend you, saying you’d done no harm but had only helped. She wouldn’t listen to me, saying that you’d sabotaged her. She even started crying and sent me away to leave her alone. But I snuck back and watched her going through your things. After looking at a notebook on your desk, I saw her make a call, but I couldn’t hear what she said. London, I know she did something!”


  Wasting no time, London hurried over to her work area and carefully inspected everything on it, confirming that her things had, indeed, been rifled through. Everything was in different positions and spread across the table without care at subtlety. With her hands shaking, she reached for her schedule. At the sight of the spiral pad open to today’s date, a wave of dizziness flooded over her.


  No, no! This can’t be happening! Yet, in her gut, London knew it was already too late.


  She usually kept her schedule with her at all times. It contained her calendar and all of her notes on all her current projects. However, since she’d worked throughout the night, she didn’t see the point in taking the notebook with her when she’d be back in just a few hours.


  If it had been open to any other page, London could have handled it, but not today.


  “TeraLyn, look what’s on my calendar for today,” London barely managed to whisper, shoving the notebook her way.


  TeraLyn’s eyes grew big. “No, she wouldn’t.”


  London watched the emotions play across her face as she went from denial to the horror of realizing that Rhonda had already done the unthinkable. Her breath came in short gasps as she rapidly started hyperventilating. “What am I going to do? The wedding is this evening. I need to leave to finish setting things up right now. London, I’ve been working for weeks on this! But if she told—”


  “It will ruin both of us,” London completed hopelessly. “And I don’t think the ‘if’ is really a question.”


  TeraLyn shook her head. “No! There has to be something we can do!” With sobs catching in her throat, she ran through the store directly to her mother, who was still helping some clients.


  She inserted herself in between them and boldly interrupted. “Mom, I know you looked through London’s planner. There was an entry for today that gave a location for the wedding for a certain client. It also listed the clients’ names. Did you tell anyone about that wedding?”


  “Why, yes, I did!” Rhonda admitted enthusiastically. “I called all the media sources I could think of, both here and in Brighton Falls. Isn’t it exciting? To think that two such well-known celebrities are tying the knot right here in Crossroads!”


  “Mom, you didn’t!” TeraLyn wailed. “You’ve ruined everything! They were holding it here to be private. It was to be a secret location.”


  “Nonsense, this is too good of an opportunity for the community. Can you imagine the amount of business an event like that can bring to Crossroads? Besides, celebrities like them deserve to have an event as big as they are. Just watch, Crossroads will come through. We’ll give them a proper wedding and be on the covers of magazines all over the world!”


  “But, Mom, that isn’t what they wanted! They only came to Crossroads because of the promise of secrecy and discretion.”


  “TeraLyn, just stop. I don’t even understand why you care so much. They are London’s clients. I’m sure she can deal with it.”


  “They are my clients, too!” TeraLyn replied loudly, angry tears running down her cheeks. “I’m the wedding planner. I’m the one in charge of the wedding location, and it’s my fault if everything falls through. You shouldn’t have meddled!”


  Rhonda shook her head. “No, it’ll be London’s responsibility, not yours. Meddling with other peoples’ clients is familiar territory for her.”


  “No, Mom, London has only acted to help people. You acted to get revenge and hurt people. Now you’ve hurt me and killed my business dream before it even got started. You can’t undo the damage you’ve done.”


  Rhonda sniffled, her face taking on a bright red hue. “How can you say that to me, sweetheart? I was only trying to help the community.”


  The other clients who had been watching the drama with wide eyes now came to Rhonda’s rescue and wrapped her in hugs. “Can’t you see how cruel you’re being?” one of the young women said, glaring at both TeraLyn and London. “And all because she thought she was doing a good thing for Crossroads.”


  The other woman confirmed. “TeraLyn, I can’t believe you’re talking to your mother this way! She is the sweetest, most generous woman in all of Crossroads. She would never do anything vindictively.”


  London watched utter hopelessness cover TeraLyn’s face with the onslaught of words.


  “Despite what everyone believes about you, I hope you know the truth, Mom. This time, you completely shattered your daughter’s dreams, and no amount of pretending to be the victim will change that.”


  With a sob, TeraLyn ran from the store.


  London tried to say something to Rhonda, but the older woman busily cried into the shoulder of her client. “Please, just leave, London. You’ve done enough damage.”


  The two women glared at her with such venom that she stepped back.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be a Christian?” one of the clients demanded, glaring daggers London’s direction.


  Feeling the pain of the question like those glaring daggers had physically found their mark, London turned. She grabbed her planner and left, complete desolation stealing over her. Not only did Rhonda sabotage her in a way that her business would never recover, but she’d done it in a way to lay claim to the victim status. Those women believed the worst of London, and it wouldn’t be long until all of Crossroads believed the same. When the wedding crashed and burned in a storm of paparazzi, she’d also be the most-hated designer in the country. No one would ever trust her with discretion again.


  By the time London got home, she was in agony. She knew she should call TeraLyn, but she had no comfort to offer. Panic rolled over her in waves, alternating with anger and despair. With the wedding in just a couple hours, she couldn’t find a single idea to help the situation. If she called and told the bride and groom what happened, it would completely ruin their day, and they might even cancel. If she didn’t call, their wedding promised to be a complete media frenzy, also ruining their special day.


  Lord, I don’t know what to do! London murmured, wandering aimlessly through her apartment. I’m desperate. I know I can’t fix this, but please tell me what to do!


  She idly meandered to her bedroom window and looked out several minutes without seeing. Then she trod to her closet, thinking to find her slippers. But another wave of emotion caught her before she could locate them.


  Moaning in pain that felt almost physical, she leaned her head to the side, finding the wall with her shoulder and nestling her head in the cool folds of the wedding gowns.


  I can’t fix it. I can’t fix it. The phrase stalked her, repeating through her mind and allowing no escape.


  Who are you talking to?


  The question shoved itself into her mind.


  Well, I’m kind of talking to God, but my prayer is now on repeat. She thought in confusion, wondering if it still counted as a prayer if it repeated incessantly of its own volition. Was she repeating it to herself or God?


  God.


  As in the creator of the universe? The One who holds all things in His hands, created a zillion stars, and keeps atoms together with His will?


  Suddenly, she realized her own foolishness.


  Of course! I can’t fix it. But I know One who can!


  Unwilling to miss any more time, she took hold of her wayward thoughts and really prayed, the meaning and request coming from the desperation of her soul.


  Lord, I don’t have any ideas. I don’t know how, or when, or where, or how much. And I know I can’t do a single thing here. But I’m asking you to be God. You created it all, and right now, there’s a pretty big storm over top me. I feel like I’m sinking. You’re the only one who can save me and calm the seas.


  London took deep, calming breaths, and peace stole into her as if embodied by the cool, smooth material upon which her cheek rested.


  Funny how I own so many wedding dresses, and the only dress that really matters today is the one I can do nothing about.


  She lifted her head suddenly. So many dresses…


  A wild, crazy idea shot through her mind. She stepped back, scanning the long line of wedding dresses standing at attention in her closet.


  But it won’t work. There’s no way I could find the staff to pull something like that off.


  The doorbell rang, startling her away to hurry to answer the front door.


  She looked through the peephole. With a cry of surprise, she pulled open the door to the four women.


  “You’re here!” she cried.


  “Yes!” Brooke replied. “Did I get the time wrong? I thought we were supposed to do a dress fitting this afternoon. I finished the flowers for a big wedding today and then went to the shop for the fitting. Rhonda said you’d left, and she didn’t say where. We thought we’d try you here at your apartment. Is everything okay? Rhonda acted a little strange.”


  London grabbed Brooke’s hand and pulled her inside. “Everything is much better now that you’re here.”


  Geneva, Kate, and Brooke’s friend, Emma, followed behind Brooke, and London closed the door behind them.


  “Sydney couldn’t make it,” Geneva reported. “No surprise there. However, since we have a Sydney copy readily available, it’s not a big deal. You can just make two of whatever dress you’re making for yourself.”


  “Sorry, ladies. We can’t do the fitting now. I need your help.” London led the way through her bedroom to the closet. “Everyone, choose a dress. I need all of you to pretend to be brides.”


  “What do you mean?” Brooke asked while Geneva, immediately accepting the assignment at face value, began perusing the gowns.


  London quickly explained what Rhonda had done and how that spelled disaster for both London and TeraLyn. “But I just got this idea. The media doesn’t know that they were given the correct information. Maybe we can make them believe that it is incorrect. Then, with a little distraction, they will leave the real wedding location to chase after a bunch of false ones, allowing the real bride and groom to tie the knot in peace.”


  “Operation Decoy Bride,” Geneva proclaimed, holding up a dress. “I like it. Can I wear this one?”


  London smiled. “I should have known you’d pick that one. “’The Gavin’ is the funkiest dress in the lot.”


  “‘Gavin?’” she questioned, examining the short, cute gown carefully.


  London nodded, figuring she needed to confess anyway. They’d expect some kind of explanation for the wedding dress supply inhabiting her personal closet. “Gavin is the name of the guy I was dating when I designed that dress, so I call it, ‘The Gavin.”


  “But if all of these dresses are your designs, why are they here and not at the shop?” Brooke asked.


  “They aren’t for sale,” London explained. “They’re all mine. Sometimes I just like to design gowns and keep them for my own collection.” Hopefully, that will be enough to satisfy them!


  A calculating gleam came into Geneva’s eyes. “What do you call that one that Kate is holding?”


  “That’s ‘The Justin’—traditional with a dash of fun,” London answered.


  “What about that one Brooke is holding up to Emma?”


  “‘The Remington’—pure upper-class romance.”


  Understanding dawned in Brooke’s eyes, and she walked over to the first dress on the rack. “London, what is this one called?”


  “That’s ‘The Adam,’’” she answered quietly.


  Brooke groaned. “London, you have one for every guy you’ve ever dated?”


  “Of course she does!” Geneva said. “She couldn’t very well have a dress for some of her boyfriends and not all!”


  “That’s a lot of boyfriends,” Emma observed quietly, which caused Kate to lose control of a load of giggles.


  “A few of them I only dated once.”


  “Ohh, which ones are the one-date wonders?” Geneva asked enthusiastically. Not waiting for a reply, she began her own investigation, pulling out the dresses and unzipping each one.


  Brooke shook her head as if to clear it. “Ok, so I understand the plan and the reason behind your supply of dresses, but this will take a considerable amount of logistics, and the wedding is in less than three hours. I don’t see how we can possibly pull it off.”


  Suddenly, they heard another voice from the other room. “You’ll just need to deal with it. I have a family emergency. My sister is in trouble.”


  Sydney stepped into the doorway of the bedroom, her finger poised on her phone, ending the call and whatever conversation she’d just been involved in. Her eyes found London and relief cleared lines of stress. “You’re not bleeding. Where’s the fire?”


  With a sob, London threw her arms around her sister. “You came!”


  “Wait a minute, I thought you said you had to work today and weren’t in town,” Brooke said in confusion.


  “Change of plans,” Sydney replied shortly.


  “London, did you call her?” Kate asked curiously.


  “No, she didn’t call,” Sydney said. “I just knew she needed me.”


  She felt me. London exchanged a glance with Sydney and felt tears prick her eyes. For once, the tables reversed. Their connection had worked when she needed it most, and Sydney had dropped everything to come to her rescue.


  “What’s going on, London?” Sydney said seriously. “Tell me what you need.”


  London quickly explained what had happened and her plan to use decoy brides to draw attention away from the real wedding venue.


  Sydney took off with London’s basic idea, and within a few moments, they had a full plan with all the pieces, and even more amazing, London believed that it might actually work.


  “Let me make a few calls,” Sydney said when she finished. “I’ll get the logistics taken care of. I’ll time some choppers to clear the area at the right moment and not let anyone back in for the actual ceremony. We’ll do something similar on the ground. Media will be able to leave the venue to follow the decoys but won’t be able to return. I’ll also leak some of the false info to the media right when they think they’ve been duped.”


  “You can do all that?” Emma asked.


  “Sydney, I don’t want you using your position and getting in trouble because of me,” London hurried to amend.


  Sydney shrugged. “It isn’t difficult. I have long lists of favors I can call in, and this should only take a few. I’m usually the one people get in trouble with, so no worries about me getting in trouble. My contacts will be glad to help, and law enforcement will need to be aware of and handle the situation anyway. They’ll be happy for a plan of dealing with it.”


  “Leo will help,” Emma offered, mentioning her boyfriend who happened to be the Crossroads police chief. “I’m just not sure how much help I’ll be in a wedding dress. I don’t know where to go or how to act.”


  “We’ll just station you with Leo and the other officers,” London said easily. “Seeing a bride in their midst will probably be very distracting!”


  Emma’s high-functioning autism made her doubt her skills in social situations, but London knew she would perform wonderfully if paired with her boyfriend.


  “Oh, good!” Emma said, the lines on her face relaxing slightly. “And I can choose any dress in the closet?”


  “Go right ahead,” London confirmed and then turned to the other ladies. “Everyone choose a dress and put it on right away. We need to move quickly. I’ll also call TeraLyn. That will give us one more bride. I wish Bailey were in town, but both she and Camden are gone to that conference. She would be totally up for this assignment.”


  The other ladies agreed. Bailey was London’s brother’s girlfriend. With her spunky personality, she would not be happy about missing the “fun” of donning a wedding dress and playing a decoy. Chances were good that, given the opportunity, she’d also find a way to promote their matchmaking website while doing it.


  “What we need is a groom for you,” Sydney told London seriously. “If we don’t pull that part off, then the plan falls through.”


  London took out her phone. “I’ll call Adam.”


  The other ladies spread around London’s bedroom to try on gowns, and Sydney took out her own phone and headed for the living room.


  The line rang, and London held her breath, rehearsing in her mind what to say to Adam.


  “Hi, London,” came Adam’s cheerful voice.


  “Hi, I need your help,” she said, coming right to the point. “I’m in a little trouble, and I need—”


  “Legal trouble?” Adam questioned, alarmed. “London, please tell me you didn’t steal those dresses last night after we talked. Have you been arrested?”


  “No, I mean, yes. I mean,” she paused and took a deep breath. “I haven’t been arrested, and that really has nothing to do with what I need help with now. Well, it does, but only because Rhonda got upset. But…,” she paused again, trying to find her elusive train of thought. “Adam, I need you to meet me and pretend to be my groom in order to trick everyone into leaving a real bride and groom alone.”


  “London, I’m not sure about the legality of all that. Is this occurring on public or private property? Who are we deceiving? Could they turn around and sue us for conning them?”


  “Oh, no, it’s not like that. It’s just—”


  “I’m sorry, London, that’s just not something I can do, especially not today. I need to be careful of my reputation and really can’t be involved in deceiving anyone. I would suggest you rethink any intentions in that direction as well. Deceiving others is something the London Hutchins I know would never do. Besides all of that, I’m busy working on a case today. We’re supposed to be in court on Monday.”


  “But, Adam, my business is in big trouble. I need—”


  “If you want to talk about your business, I can set you up with a time to give you some advice. Why don’t you give my office a call on Monday? Oh, gotta go, I’m getting another call. I’ll call you later! Maybe we can go out!”


  The line went dead. London held it away from her ear and looked at it, not even sure what just happened.


  What was she going to do? The entire plan hinged on finding a groom who could pull this off.


  Without stopping to think better of it, London pushed the button and dialed Mason.


  “Hello, beautiful!” he greeted.


  “Mason, where exactly are you?”


  Mason paused. “I’m on an airplane. We’re getting ready to take off. Where do you need me to be?”


  London groaned. “I don’t imagine that plane is heading to Brighton Falls? I’m in trouble. To save my business, I need someone to pretend to be my groom and be convincing enough food to feed the national media. And I need that someone ready to pretend-marry me here in Crossroads in two-and-a-half hours.”


  “You realize that’s like my dream role,” Mason said seriously. “Yes, yes. A thousand times, yes. I’ll be there.”


  “But how—“


  “The flight attendant is glaring at me. The plane is leaving. Gotta go. Ready your ‘I do’s.’ I’ll be there.”


  Once again, London stared down at a phone in her hand, wondering what just happened.


  “Did you find a groom?” Sydney asked, returning to the bedroom.


  “I think so. Mason says he’ll be here.”


  “Perfect. He’ll really play the part. Now, let’s send these brides to their locations. I already called TeraLyn as well. I just pretended to be you. She’s on her way.”


  “You called TeraLyn? She thought that you were me?”


  “Yes, you were busy talking to your two boyfriends, and I need her here right away. Pretending to be you was easier than needing to explain that I am your twin sister. And, of course, she bought it. I play a very convincing London Hutchins.”


  The next few moments flew by, and soon, all the brides stood beautiful and ready to be deployed. It felt strange to see all of them wearing the complete history of her love life, but there was also something strangely freeing about seeing the gowns “live” instead of simply hanging on the rack. The brides were all eager and excited for their assignments, and when the dutiful grooms arrived in full costume, the chaos was almost too much for the small apartment to hold.


  Each bride had called her own groom to play the part, and to his credit, every one of them showed up, ready to jump wholeheartedly into Operation Decoy Bride. The only one who wasn’t present was Emma’s boyfriend, Leo. She would instead meet him and the other officers at the arranged location to complete their part in the scheme.


  “I’ll see they get on their way,” Sydney told London. “Kate and Dallas will go first since their location is on the other side of Brighton Falls. Then I’ll send out Brooke and Dylan to their location. Geneva is running solo but promised to recruit a groom on the fly if needed. She’s planning to run through downtown Brighton Falls. We both know Geneva won’t need any instruction.”


  “She’ll probably recruit multiple willing grooms as she goes,” London said, smiling at their sister’s well-known charm and enthusiasm.


  Outlining the plan, Sydney continued, “TeraLyn will stay here in Crossroads but will crash a wedding already in session. Well, she won’t actually crash it but will lead the media that direction. She’ll start out near the real wedding location and make herself visible at various locations around town before heading to that other wedding. Then she’ll circle back and change clothes so she’ll be ready to complete her duties as wedding planner when the real wedding takes place.”


  “Sounds good,” London said appreciatively. “Thank you for managing all of this, Sydney.”


  “Oh, this is nothing,” Sydney said. “No one’s life is in danger with this mission. Easy-peasy.”


  London found her way back to her closet to change. She’d already texted Mason the location of the wedding, but she needed to head there now, explain the plan to the real bride and groom, and then hope that Mason showed up in time.


  Several dresses still hung in the closet, even after the other women had taken their pick. Without hesitation, London took down “The Mason.” She slipped it on, feeling the soft folds of fabric hug her body. She looked at herself in the mirror, expecting to feel some jolt of excitement. After all, this dress was the movie star crown jewel of the collection. This was what she’d meant to wear on the happiest day of her life. Even though she wasn’t wearing this for her own wedding, as she’d intended, she should at least feel something, shouldn’t she?


  She quickly fixed her hair, and when Sydney poked her head in the room, she was ready.


  “Come on, London,” she said brightly. “Let’s go meet your groom and get you married on national television!”
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  London lifted her eyes and met those of her groom waiting at the end of the aisle.


  He’s here!  Her heart leaped at the sight of Mason waiting for her. Though he hadn’t had time to procure a full tux, he looked perfectly suited for the outdoor wedding in a blue dress shirt and gray slacks, complete with suspenders and bow tie.


  The music started, and London dropped her head, knowing the part she needed to play. Walking gracefully up the aisle, she worked to keep her face at an angle so that it wouldn’t be visible through the veil. It didn’t really matter if Mason was recognized. A Mason Bryce wedding was a newsworthy event even if he wasn’t the groom the media anticipated.


  Mason took her arm as she approached, and they stopped at the beautiful, flowered archway. Brooke had done an exceptional job on the flowers. This was the wedding she’d mentioned completing earlier in the day, and they had kept everything identical for the fake wedding as for the real wedding that would hopefully follow. They had told a few people in the audience the plan, but some of them who didn’t know would probably be just as confused as the media.


  TeraLyn had outdone herself in the planning of this wedding, and that would be the hardest part to sell. This looked like a small, exquisite celebrity wedding. And their goal was to make the media believe it was a decoy and that the real one was occurring elsewhere.


  London and Mason turned to each other and clasped hands in the traditional pose. London heard a helicopter overhead, and the clicks of cameras sounded like birds chattering in the background. London kept her gaze on Mason, though she longed to look overhead or try to pick out the paparazzi she suspected were hiding in the bushes. Even better, she longed to gaze out at the still water of the lake right beyond where they stood. Its smooth waters promised the only peaceful part of this scene, and London wanted to draw a little more strength before bravely completing her role.


  Lord, please help me! Mason is the actor, not me! If I mess this up, the real wedding is ruined and so is my business and TeraLyn’s dream as a wedding planner.


  A voice cleared delicately at her elbow. Startled, London glanced over to see Sydney standing between them, taking on the position of the wedding officiant. She wore glasses and a short, brunette wig, but it was definitely Sydney.


  “Dearly beloved,” she said easily. “We are gathered here to join this man and this woman in holy matrimony.”


  “Sydney, you really don’t need to go through the whole thing,” London whispered when her sister had them repeat vows.


  Sydney ignored her and simply continued with the ceremony.


  London looked up at Mason, noticing the amusement in his eyes.


  “Sydney, you aren’t like officially ordained to perform wedding ceremonies, are you?” London hissed, suddenly worried.


  The noise from multiple helicopters overhead and reporters crowded in a narrowing circle around them, ensuring that anything they said couldn’t actually be heard. It was more of a pantomime at this point.


  Sydney paused as if thinking. “Well, I’m not sure. There was that one time… You really don’t have to worry, though. It’s not like you have a marriage license or anything.”


  “It would be awfully convenient if we did, though,” Mason said, his eyes dancing at London’s discomfort.


  “Are you ready?” Sydney whispered. “I think we’ve waited long enough. I just got confirmation that everyone is in position.”


  London looked at her in confusion, unsure what she’d meant about confirmation.


  Sydney turned her head to reveal a small communication device attached to her ear.


  She’s really gone all out!


  “Ready,” Mason said.


  “Remember, kiss, then turn. We need to give the world a good show,” Sydney instructed.


  “You may now kiss your bride,” Sydney announced loudly.


  Before she had a chance to mentally prepare, Mason pulled her veil back. In one smooth motion, he drew her close, kissed her fully, and dipped her backward with dramatic flair. Joy spread through her entire being at the sensation of his lips on hers. She held him tightly, kissing him back with enthusiasm. When giggles rippled through the audience, Mason finally drew her back up, and they immediately turned back to Sydney. London didn’t know if her heart pounded more from the big moment or from the kiss, but with shaking hands, she managed to take the pair of black plastic glasses from Sydney and position them on her face, exactly as Mason did.


  In a loud, dramatic voice, Sydney called, “May I now present to you, Mr. and Mrs. Not-The-Bride-and-Groom-You’re-Looking-For.”


  At her words, London and Mason turned around, facing the audience fully for the first time.


  The collective gasp was almost deafening. A thrill of delight shot through London as she scanned the crowd of open-mouthed guests. She knew she and Mason must be quite the sight in their wedding clothes and Groucho glasses perched smartly on their faces.


  Not ten seconds passed before the shock melted away into ripples of giggles, and a new rush of camera clicks confirmed the audience and media capturing the large-nosed and mustached couple to grace the covers of newspapers and magazines and clog up social media feeds around the world.


  London heard Sydney talking quietly and knew she was instructing her troops.


  “It’s a decoy!” A voice shouted. “I just got confirmation that the real wedding is happening on the other side of town!”


  “I have a report of the bride being spotted in downtown Brighton Falls!” another voice spoke up.


  “They tricked us! Quick, if we hurry, we can find the real wedding!”


  The area erupted in chaos as people seemed to spring from every bush and tree and sprinted for the road. The helicopters overhead hurriedly sped away, on the lookout for the real bride and groom. The only people who stayed were the real wedding guests who milled about aimlessly in confusion.


  London felt Mason’s hand slide into hers.


  “Thank you,” she whispered, giving his hand a squeeze.


  “Let’s give them one last departing photo op,” he whispered, drawing her close and kissing her again with nose, mustache, and glasses still firmly in place. London giggled, feeling his lips behind the tickling sensation of the two mustaches dancing between their lips. Mason lifted his head two centimeters, grabbed both pairs of glasses, and tossed them away before claiming just her lips one more time.


  London kissed him back, her heart fluttering like an excited butterfly. When he finally drew his head back, his eyes were hooded with emotion.


  “London, I would be happy to marry you any day of the world.”


  London teased back, “I’ll consider it. You did look awful handsome in those glasses.”


  Mason stroked his clean-shaven jaw and frowned. “I knew it! The pretty girls always go for the mustache!”


  Mason suddenly frowned. “You’re wearing the wrong dress, though. Don’t get me wrong, it’s beautiful, but it’s just not… right.”


  London looked down at herself in shock. But this was “The Mason.” This was the glamorous gown she’d specifically designed to marry Mason if their relationship ever got that far. Now he was saying that “The Mason” wasn’t right after all?


  TeraLyn made an appearance, floating through the audience and speaking with guests before coming to London and Mason.


  “I think we’re all set. The area is cleared. Sydney’s people are sweeping one more time, and then the bride and groom can take their positions. Sydney’s security will stay in place until the reception is over, which will be considerably easier when everyone moves into the barn for dinner and dancing.”


  “TeraLyn, all of this is amazing,” London said, waving her hand to encompass the whole area.”


  TeraLyn shook her head. “I couldn’t have done it without you. I’m just so relieved the bride and groom were so agreeable to our plan.”


  “I think they got a kick out of it,” London said. “I spotted their faces peeking out a window in the house over there. I think they also realized this plan gave them the greatest chance of the private ceremony of their dreams. Even before Rhonda leaked the time and location, the risk always existed that some media would find out. Now we have everyone tricked and cleared out.”


  Sydney came up and said brightly, “London, everything is going according to plan. The other brides are planning to meet us back at your apartment after they get notice that the ceremony is done.”


  “Then, what’s wrong?” London asked, noting that Sydney’s tone seemed a little too chipper. Sydney was an expert liar. Her twin was the only one on the planet who could occasionally tell when she was lying, and this was one such time.


  “I’m not sure what you mean,” Sydney responded, her tone sounding genuinely perplexed.


  “London, did you supply all of the dresses for the decoy brides,” Mason asked, his eyes on the screen of his phone.


  “Mason,” Sydney warned.


  “Yes, why?” London asked in alarm.


  Mason’s eyes flashed to Sydney, and suddenly his tone changed. “They are just um… really pretty.”


  “Give me the phone, Mason,” London demanded with an outstretched hand. She’d use her own phone except her wedding dress didn’t exactly come equipped with a pocket.


  Sydney stepped in between them, providing a screen for Mason to take off. “I’ll meet you at your apartment,” he called, sprinting in the direction of his car.


  London folded her arms in front of her chest and speared her sister with a glare. “Tell me, Sydney. What has Mason running scared?”


  “It’s nothing big, London. Really. It’s just that some of the decoy brides are making the news, and let’s just say that your dresses may not come back in the exact same condition you sent them off in.”
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  The brides trudged into London’s apartment with their heads down and eyes downcast.


  London gasped and wanted to cover her eyes. Her once beautiful gowns now hung on the women in tatters.


  “London, please don’t be mad,” Geneva said swiftly, stepping forward as the designated spokesperson for the sorry group. “We can explain.”


  Sydney and Mason flanked London on either side, but London didn’t dare look at them. She suspected they might actually find the situation humorous, and she didn’t want to read the amusement on their faces. London supposed that the sight of five shabby brides might seem funny to most, but those rags weren’t just dresses to London. They were the hopes and memories of her past.


  “Go ahead, tell her,” Geneva urged the other ladies. “She will understand.”


  When nobody volunteered, Brooke reached out and took Emma’s hand in comfort. “A media van sped by, probably trying to rush to find the real wedding. It splashed Emma with mud.”


  Poor Emma looked like she’d had as much as she could take, and London could hear her saying something over and over again under her breath. Seeing her distress, London’s heart went out to her. Realistically, her dress actually might be in the best shape, and she knew Emma struggled with some tactile sensitivities that might make wearing the dress extremely intolerable to her.


  “Emma, please don’t worry about it. It isn’t your fault,” London assured. “Why don’t you go in my bedroom and change. I’m sure you want out of that dress.”


  Emma blinked and nodded eagerly before hurrying to the bedroom.


  Seeing her friend go, Brooke hurriedly confessed. “I won’t bore you with the whole story, but I fell in a pool.”


  London shook her head in confusion. “How on earth did you fall into a pool?


  Brooke cleared her throat delicately. “Well, I guess I technically jumped in a pool, but it was only because someone got knocked into the pool when a bunch of photographers showed up clambering for the best vantage point. There were no lifeguards on duty, and I was the closest. So, of course, I jumped in to save him.”


  “I can’t be mad about that!” London said. “Brooke, you’re a hero! How old was the child you saved?”


  Brooke sheepishly turned to her finance miserably waiting in the corner. “How old are you, Dylan?”


  This earned giggles from the peanut gallery of Sydney and Mason.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I’m still quite soaked, and your air conditioning isn’t doing me any favors. I’m going to change!”


  When Brooke left, Dallas stepped into her place, supportively standing beside his wife, Kate. “London, there was a slight problem with the venue where Sydney sent us,” he said.


  “The golf course?” Sydney asked. “I know there was an event there today. I thought if you two showed up, it would look like a wedding.”


  “Oh, it did,” Dallas assured.


  “We even earned a helicopter flyover,” Kate said. “But after we’d played our parts, we had to cross the golf course to get back to our car.”


  London studied the dress. It looked wet and boasted some grass stains, but it might not be unfixable. Wait, was that…?


  London stepped closer. “Kate, are those feathers on the dress?”


  Kate winced. “Yes. That’s what happens when a flock of geese attacks you.”


  Mason snorted, trying to hold in his laughter.


  “The sprinklers turned on when we were halfway across the green,” Dallas explained. “A nearby flock of geese seemed to take great offense and blame Kate. They flew at her, flapping their feathers in her skirts when she ran to get away. She tripped and fell. Thankfully, I was close and managed to fight the geese off and chase them away. It was tough, but I did it.”


  “I’ve heard geese can be mean,” Sydney said helpfully.


  “How many geese did you have to take on, Dallas?” Mason asked curiously.


  “It was at least a dozen. Maybe more,” he supplied proudly.


  Silently, Kate raised three fingers up and ticked them back and forth.


  Even London had to muffle a giggle with that one. Dallas, not realizing that his wife had ratted him out, launched into a more detailed retelling of his battle with the flock of ninja geese.


  Realizing she needed to move on before she joined Sydney and Mason’s mirth, she turned to the next woman in line. “What about you, TeraLyn?”


  TeraLyn was the only woman not actually wearing the dress. She’d had to change to facilitate her duties as wedding planner, but now carried it in a garment bag and wore an expression just as miserable as the other four ladies.


  Nervously, TeraLyn explained, “Well, I intended to just lead the media to that wedding that was already in progress. I didn’t actually intend to crash it, but it seems that I did. I was in the shadows at the reception and decided to make a run for it and get back to my car before someone spotted a second bride. But I tripped on my train and landed on the best man. Then his wine landed on me. I’m really sorry, London. I feel terrible. I know how much that dress meant to you.”


  “You don’t feel completely terrible,” Sydney said, her eyes focused shrewdly on TeraLyn. “I take it that the best man was not hideous?”


  TeraLyn’s face immediately sent up a red flare.


  How does Sydney always know these things! It makes me a little nervous what all she knows about me!


  “He said it was his fault for tripping me.” TeraLyn lowered her head bashfully but couldn’t quite hide the smile. “He gave me his number.”


  “Well, then. The wedding dress was sacrificed to a worthy cause,” London said generously. “Besides, I may be able to get the stain out or just dye the whole thing pink. But,” London paused dramatically. “I will only consent to forgive you if you promise to give that best man a call.”


  TeraLyn beamed and surrendered the dress to London’s arms.


  All eyes then turned to Geneva. She was the last one in line, and everyone awaited her confession. Geneva’s gown was, by far, the most traumatized. It looked soaked and muddy, but in between the mud were other unidentifiable and quite colorful stains as well. Perhaps worse than all the staining was the fact that parts of the fabric hung shredded from the rest of the dress.


  “I saw you on TV,” Mason said, humor in his voice.


  “I know!” Geneva immediately gushed, her eyes sparkling as the floodgates released. “Wasn’t it exciting! Sydney fed the media my location at a park in Brighton Falls. I grabbed some random guy in a suit to play the groom, and we stood by the river in a crowded area so it would look like a wedding party. When helicopters and news vans arrived, I took off running. I wanted to lead them on a chase to distract them from looking for the real wedding, and I figured if I made the chase look good enough, they’d stick with me even after they realized I wasn’t the bride they were looking for.”


  “Let me guess, you ran along the river and fell in,” London surmised with a roll of her eyes.


  “Not exactly. I ran through a farmers’ market first and then back to the river so I couldn’t be followed by car. I fell once or twice and got dirty. I couldn’t exactly stop running. If they caught me, they could identify who I was, and I didn’t want to be that kind of famous at the hospital where I work.”


  “Falling once or twice doesn’t quite explain this level of filth,” London insisted, moving to inspect the gown more closely. “Plus, you are a former track star and not clumsy enough to fall once, let alone multiple times.’”


  Geneva bristled. “I was wearing a veil! Remember? You gave one to me so I wouldn’t be recognized.”


  “You ran with that thing on?”


  “Of course! I didn’t really have a choice!”


  “Where is the veil now?” London asked, looking around but spotting it nowhere.


  “Somewhere around 8th Street,” Mason answered helpfully. “After I left the wedding, I was glued to the screen like everyone else, watching the runaway bride—as the news called her. Geneva and the veil parted ways around 8th street. After that, the cameras lost track of her. I still don’t know how she disappeared.”


  Geneva’s eyes sparkled. “My veil caught on a limb and ripped off. After that, I knew I couldn’t keep running or else they could get a clear shot of my face. I slid down the embankment to the river, hoping all of the trees and brush would conceal my exit. Then I waded in the water and hid under a bridge.”


  “That would certainly explain it,” London murmured, looking at the dress helplessly. The grime caked the once white lace that now hung in shreds from the hemline.


  Taking a deep breath, London stepped back and smiled bravely at the crowded apartment. “All of you were helping me. How could I be upset? The plan worked, and I’m so very grateful for each of you coming to my rescue. After all, they are only dresses.”


  After hugs all around, the ladies finished changing, leaving London to spread the soiled dresses on a sheet across her bed. Soon, the busy apartment emptied with her thanks echoing after her guests. Even Mason left with the others, and understandably so. The poor man hadn’t really slept in about forty-eight hours. With a room waiting for him at London’s parents’ house, he fully intended to take advantage of it to get a little sleep.


  London shut the front door and turned back around. Sydney rummaged around in the kitchen, trying to locate something to eat. Not feeling hungry, London wandered back into her room to stare at her bed full of gowns.


  Now that everyone was gone, she was free to see the full extent of damage and admit the truth. The dresses weren’t salvageable. As much as she wished she could fix them, a thorough study and mourning for every inch of fabric convinced her that even her best methods of restoring gowns would fall quite short of magic.


  “I’m really sorry, London,” Sydney’s voice spoke softly from behind her. “I know how much they meant to you. They served a worthy cause, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t hurt.”


  “They are only dresses,” London repeated, wishing that saying the words would make them true.


  “No, they aren’t,” Sydney said bluntly. “You can use that line on everyone else, but it won’t work on me. Those dresses told the story of your love life. Every experience you had, every dream you hoped for was represented in those gowns.”


  “That’s a romantically noble way of saying that I made a wedding dress for every guy I ever dated,” London appreciated Sydney’s words, but she knew how it really looked. “I didn’t realize you knew about them.”


  “Ha! How could I not? What kind of nosy twin sister would I be if I hadn’t noticed you carting around a closet full of wedding dresses wherever you moved?”


  “But I never explained the why.”


  “London, I’m sorry, but you aren’t that mysterious. Every time you’d go out with a new guy, I’d see you immediately start scribbling away in your sketchbook. Soon, another dress made an appearance in the closet, even if you never dated the guy again.”


  “Stupid, isn’t it? What kind of person does that? I even made dresses for the guys I really disliked.”


  “Give yourself a break, London. Everyone has their quirks.”


  “This is a little more than a quirk, and you know it.”


  “Well, you don’t need to continue doing it. Now is the perfect time to let it all go. After all, using the dresses as a massive decoy bride operation is a pretty amazing finale.”


  Could she do that? Could she toss the gowns in the trash and move on without them?


  Tears pricked her eyes. “Sydney, without the dresses, I don’t think I know who I am or what I’m doing here. It’s not just the dresses that are a mess, it’s my whole life. I left Hollywood because I wanted to come back home in every sense. I wanted to come back to the faith and the simpler life that we had here in Crossroads. Then, when Adam came back into my life, I thought that was somehow appropriate. My life’s journey led me back to the beginning. But now, everything is in chaos. All of the doors I thought God opened, have now slammed in my face. My place of business is gone. There’s no way I can continue working in Rhonda’s building, which means I can’t keep my fashion designing here in Crossroads. And I have no idea what to do with Adam. If he’s the one for me, why do I still have feelings for Mason? I thought Adam was who I wanted, but now, half the time, I’m not even sure I like the guy. But shouldn’t I? I have no idea what God is telling me, but I feel like I really must be screwing up. He’s obviously trying to get my attention, or maybe I just misunderstood when I thought He wanted me to come home in the first place.”


  Sydney’s eyes shone with compassion, and she perched on the edge of the bed next to the rags of wedding gowns. “London, it’s admirable that you wanted to renew your relationship with God and move that back to priority in your life. I think it good to desire a simpler way of life. But God doesn’t ever intend for you to go backward. The faith you return to shouldn’t be that of an eighteen-year-old. It should be the faith of someone who has matured and faced heartbreak, loss, and everything that life throws at you. It’s a faith of experience, not of ignorance. You’ve seen what life has to offer and decided God has so much more. Don’t go back, London.”


  “But I want what I had before,” London maintained, scooting the gowns over so she had room to sit on the bed beside her sister. “I want that simple faith and way of life with family dinners, laughter, and none of the world’s ugliness. I want black and white. I want to be that girl who thought Adam was Prince Charming.”


  Sydney frowned. “Is your memory that fuzzy, London? Life wasn’t so rosy at the time. You couldn’t wait to get out of here. Mom drove us both nuts, Dad was gone on business all the time, we couldn’t keep up with Gen’s antics and the heart palpitations she gave Mom, and we couldn’t live up to little-miss-perfect Brooke. And all that goes to show you just how immature we were. We didn’t realize what we had then, just like we probably don’t realize what we have now.”


  London thought back, realizing the truth in Sydney’s words. Maybe her memories really did come equipped with rose-colored glasses. The more she thought, the more she remembered the yucky things she didn’t like about growing up. Gen always made them tardy to school and stole any boy who expressed interest. For some reason, after flirting with Adam initially, Gen had declared him too straight-laced and relinquished him to London in the one and only instance, never to flirt with him again.


  Gen wasn’t alone in her ability to aggravate London. Sydney drove her crazy by impersonating her every chance she got. No one could seem to tell them apart, and the majority of the time, if someone assumed she was London, Sydney wouldn’t correct them but would simply play along just for fun. She really didn’t know how many dates Adam went on with Sydney, thinking she was London. And of course, Sydney would tease and toy with her victims, and then London would get blamed.


  “Today’s trials mix the paint for tomorrow’s golden years,” London murmured.


  Sydney’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “London, that’s beautiful and so very true. The bad things in life blur and we often remember the good. That’s not always true, but it does happen.”


  London nodded. “Funny how it works. I can recite every embarrassing moment I had in high school, and yet beyond the details, I don’t remember the stress of the everyday. Maybe God is merciful in giving us fuzzy memories. It would be miserable if we remembered the pain of every single moment.”


  A faraway look dawned in Sydney’s eyes, and she seemed almost sad. “Trust me. That is very much a blessing. God doesn’t leave us in the same place He found us. You aren’t meant to stay that eighteen-year-old. God has so much more life for you to live, both good and bad, and He intends to use those experiences to shape us. In my line of work, you never go backward. You keep learning and adapting. Turning around is dangerous.”


  “I just thought…” London sighed. “Adam is everything I thought I wanted. He’s grown into the man who checks everything off that list I made as a teen.”


  “And yet, you don’t love him.” It was a statement, not a question.


  “I don’t know,” London said, thoroughly miserable. “I want to love him. Mason isn’t at all what I want. I loathe the Hollywood lifestyle. I just can’t let myself love him. He doesn’t match my list.”


  “Come on, London. Not the stupid list! I shredded my list long ago. Sure, there are some non-negotiables—like I’m not going to marry someone who is already married. It’s just not going to happen. I’m not into the polygamy thing. If that’s not on your list, I think that definitely should be very near the top.”


  London tossed a pillow Sydney’s direction, realizing her sister’s patience for the conversation was dwindling, and any frustration would now be translated with teasing humor.


  Sydney easily dodged the pillow, taking a dive into the bed and landing right in the middle of the gowns. Not caring at all, she spread out and looked up at London, pointedly daring her to freak out about her lounging across the blanket of previously-precious gowns.


  With eyebrows raised in a dare, Sydney said, “Nobody grows up thinking she is going to marry the garbage man. Every woman dreams of a prince, but very few men actually hold that profession. At the end of the day, you don’t fall in love with what a man does, you fall in love with who he is.”


  London stared at her twin and heard the words repeat in her mind. You fall in love with who he is…


  Sydney scrambled off the bed, knocking a few gowns to the floor in the process. Then she stretched with her arms over her head and yawned. “Make your own dress, London,” she said finally. Don’t make a ‘Mason,’ or an ‘Adam,’ or a ‘Jack,’ or a ‘Stephano,’ or a ‘Timbuktu.’ Make a ‘London.’ Figure out who you are today—not a dozen years ago—and then you can figure out who you truly love, and who you want by your side as you step into tomorrow.”


  Not seeming to realize the profound things she’d said, Sydney wearily trudged out of the room, leaving London still staring at the pitiful gowns.


  Deep in thought, London left them where they lay and picked up her sketchbook from her nightstand. With pencil in hand, she took the tablet and sat in the middle of the bed right atop the remaining gowns.


  If I were to design “The London,” what would it look like?
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  “Adam is here,” Sydney whispered on her way past.


  London jerked her head around to the window to see confirmation of Adam’s car pulling up to the curb to join her siblings’ cars.


  Oh no! What is he doing here?


  She didn’t want to talk to him now. She’d been working up her courage to talk to him either tomorrow or Sunday, but not now! How could she pretend in front of her family that everything was fine? And yet she couldn’t break up with the guy while all of her siblings meandered around.


  She should have taken care of things sooner. She’d known for almost two weeks now that things weren’t going to work out with Adam, and yet she’d put him off. She’d been busy trying to find a new location for her business, and he’d been out of town for a few days. He’d called her yesterday, and she’d promised to get together sometime this weekend. She certainly hadn’t anticipated him showing up at a Hutchins’ family dinner!


  A family dinner wasn’t an unusual occurrence. London’s mom, Lydia, used any excuse to get dinner for the family. In this case, they were hosting a birthday celebration for London’s brother, Israel. With the difficulties Israel had experienced the past few years, everyone wanted to make the day special for him. In a rare occurrence, all seven Hutchins siblings were in attendance for the party. Now it looked like London would inadvertently add a “date” to the guest list, which would, of course, provide ample entertainment and speculation among her siblings.


  “Hey, London, Adam is here!” Geneva called, opening the door to him before chasing after their niece, Chloe. Though Gen still maintained her status as a flirt, Adam apparently was still on the very short list of men she paid no attention to.


  Realizing that she couldn’t really hide and pretend she wasn’t here, London bravely hurried forward with a friendly smile. “Hi, Adam, what a surprise! What are you doing here?”


  “I ran into Sydney at lunch today, and she told me about Israel’s party tonight. She said I was welcome, so I thought I’d come surprise my best girl. I haven’t seen you in weeks.” Adam leaned in for a quick kiss, and London barely managed to intercept it with her cheek.


  “Sydney told you?” London sent a glare her sister’s direction, and Sydney just smiled innocently and offered a little wave.


  She ambushed me! If she intended to butt into my love life, the least she could have done was impersonate me and break up with Adam for me!


  Adam nodded. “I know we haven’t had a chance to talk lately, so I was hoping we might be able to do that tonight. With us both so busy, I didn’t want to wait.”


  That’s really kind of sweet!


  London nodded. “I wanted to talk to you as well. Unfortunately, there isn’t a lot of privacy around here.” London gestured hopelessly around the packed house. With her siblings and their significant others, their growing family spread through the entire first floor of the house and into the backyard. No area guaranteed the absence of listening ears.


  Adam took London’s hand and pulled gently. “No one is out front.”


  London made herself follow, bravely placing one foot in front of the other. This conversation was unavoidable, yet that didn’t make her feel any better about it.


  They slipped out the front door, and Adam pulled her into the shade of the large oak tree dominating the yard. When Adam turned to face her, London hurriedly spoke first. “Adam, I’ve realized a few things the past couple weeks that I need to share with you.”


  “I have, too,” Adam said. “I haven’t mentioned anything before because I know how stressed you’ve been with your own difficulties. I didn’t want to add my stress onto yours. I saw all of the news coverage where you played the part of the bride, but I haven’t had a chance to ask you what happened. Was it a practical joke or something?”


  “No, remember how I called you that day, but you couldn’t talk?” London asked, grateful for the distraction. “Rhonda had spilled the wedding location for one of my exclusive clients. I developed an elaborate plan to trick the media into leaving the area so the real couple could get married.”


  Adam frowned. “Is Rhonda okay?”


  London shot him a look of confusion. “What do you mean?”


  “It just seems like she’s had a difficult time lately, and I meant to ask you about it. I ran into her right after that celebrity wedding, and she seemed really upset. She mentioned something about you sabotaging her, but I knew that couldn’t be right. I wondered if she was unwell, but I didn’t get a chance to ask TeraLyn about it. Now you tell me she disclosed a private location for a client, which isn’t like her at all. Then I heard a rumor that you’re moving your business out of Snow White Bridal. What’s going on?”


  London closed her eyes. She really didn’t want to wade through the whole mess to give him a report, mostly because she knew he would disapprove. More than likely, he’d side with Rhonda because, just like everyone else in town, he believed her to be the kindest treasure in all Crossroads.


  London opened her eyes and looked at him directly. Maybe if he knew the truth, he would run the other direction, and she wouldn’t have to break up with him after all! “Remember when I asked you to go with me to retrieve the bridesmaids’ dresses for me to alter? Well, when you refused, I did it anyway. It all turned out well. The bridesmaids and the bride were happy, but Rhonda found out and didn’t react well. That instance and a few others made her believe that I had been sabotaging her. After that, she ‘accidentally’ let the private wedding location of one of my well-known clients slip to the media. Even though she claimed it unintentional and we were able to save the wedding, I’ve found I can no longer work in the same building with her. I dislike her methods, and I cannot trust that she won’t ‘accidentally’ sabotage me in some other way.”


  “London, I can’t believe you did that!” Adam gasped, taking her actions as a personal offense. “You broke into a house and stole a bunch of dresses! You interfered with Rhonda’s clients! And you did it all behind her back! No wonder she was upset! Poor Rhonda has the biggest heart. You were only in her shop because of her good will, and you treated her like that? I don’t think I know you at all! The London Hutchins I know would never step across the line like that!”


  Slow-burning anger lit in her chest, and she glared at his perfectly combed hair and his eyes shining brightly with integrity behind his glasses. “I do not need a lecture from you, Adam. I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I am not the girl I was a dozen years ago. I am no longer the person who blindly follows the rules just because they are the rules. I will bend those rules in order to do what’s right. I know you and everyone else see Rhonda as perfect, but I’ve had a behind the scenes look at how she controls and manipulates people and then covers it all with sugary-sweet claims of her good intentions. My motivation was only and always to help people, and I tried to do it in a way that wouldn’t offend or hurt Rhonda in the process. I didn’t succeed in that, and in retrospect, I realize I should have probably confronted her directly about my objections to her methods. I am not perfect, and I probably could have handled things better than I did with Rhonda, but I do not regret what I did. I cannot promise you that if I see something wrong, I won’t again bend what you perceive as the rules to try to make it right.”


  Adam looked startled at her anger. With a few blinks of his eyes, his indignation drained from his gaze. London didn’t recall ever speaking to him in such a way, and the stunned look on his face confirmed it.


  Then, with a firm nod, his expression changed, and he said in a professional tone, “I admire your desire to help people, but I don’t think I can completely agree with your methods. It sounds like you realize you could have handled things better. Maybe in the future, we can work to communicate better and figure out how to right the world’s wrongs together in a way that doesn’t bend the rules. I’m glad you see your own mistakes. I forgive you and know we can work on better solutions together.”


  Wait. What just happened? He forgives me?


  “Adam, I wasn’t actually—”


  “It’s okay, London. I’m sure if you apologize to Rhonda, she’ll forgive you as well. I know you want to make things right, but if you don’t want to move back into the shop, that’s completely fine. I have another solution I think you’ll like!”


  Adam’s eyes sparkled with excitement, and London felt like she was lagging behind several miles in her understanding. Did he just completely rewrite what she said? She felt bulldozed over and then dragged along, and she didn’t even know where they were heading.


  “Adam, I’m not following what—”


  “I just accepted a new position with a law firm in New York!” his face flushed and his features danced with animation. “I went to New York to interview this week. That’s why I was gone, but I didn’t want to say anything until I knew for sure. I got the job! They’re giving me two months to close or sell my practice here and move to New York. Isn’t that perfect? Isn’t New York like the fashion design capital of the US? You can come with me and set up your shop there! The only question is if you want to get married before we leave Crossroads or in New York.”


  “Married? New York?” London repeated, too shocked to form any original thought. It sounded like he was telling her rather than asking her something. This couldn’t be Adam’s version of a proposal, could it? “I don’t—”


  A car pulled into the driveway, and London’s words trailed away at the sight of Rhonda stepping from the car.


  “Oh, look! What perfect timing!” Adam beamed. “God sent Rhonda at just the right moment for you to apologize! I’ll run inside and chat with your family and give you a little privacy. I might as well get to know my future in-laws a little better!”


  “What? Wait! No!”


  She made a swipe to grab him, but he moved too fast, and her hand came away empty.


  “Oh, London, I’m so glad you’re here,” Rhonda blubbered, swiping at the tears coursing down her flushed cheeks. “TeraLyn said you were at your parents’ house tonight for your brother’s birthday, but I wasn’t sure. I didn’t want to disturb you, but then Mr. Snow insisted that I come find you right away. Of course, I couldn’t drive in my condition. I can’t see a blessed thing through these tears. TeraLyn was a dear and said she’d drive me, so then I couldn’t refuse.”


  “What do you need, Rhonda?” London asked, trying to mask her impatience as she glanced nervously through the front windows. With her luck, Adam would be announcing their imaginary engagement to her family before she managed to extract herself from Rhonda.


  London smiled nervously in greeting as TeraLyn hesitantly approached, wishing her friend hadn’t shared her location with her mother. London had casually mentioned her plans when they’d discussed an upcoming wedding earlier in the day, but she hadn’t intended for that information to become public knowledge—or more specifically, known to a certain public named Rhonda.


  “You go ahead inside, my dear. I want to speak to London privately a moment.”


  TeraLyn shot London a nervous glance but obediently left them to enter the house.


  “Oh, London, dear, I just can’t tell you how happy I am to see you.” Rhonda took London’s hand and clasped it in between her two warm, sweaty ones. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did. You have no idea. I’m just so overwhelmed. You can’t imagine.” Rhonda patted her hand in rhythm to her words, but her sniffling made them difficult to understand.


  “I’m not sure what you’re talking about, Rhonda,” London asked, feeling her skin crawl and trying unsuccessfully to extract her hand.


  “You don’t? Oh, but of course you know. And I’m just so very thankful!”


  “Thankful for what?” London asked bluntly. “Last I knew, you were very angry and upset with me.”


  “Oh, I was never angry with you, my dear. I’m sure it was just a misunderstanding. But after what you did, how could I ever feel anything but thankful. Years of sorrow have been washed away, and it’s all because of you.”


  She’s being sarcastic. She’s making no sense whatsoever. There’s no way she’s happy over anything I’ve done.


  Rhonda removed one of her hands and waved it in front of her face. “It’s so sweltering out here,” she panted. “Would you mind if we continued this inside where it’s cooler?”


  “Oh, of course,” London said eagerly. If she had to continue this ridiculous conversation, she’d rather do it indoors where she could better keep an eye on Adam.


  London hurriedly led the way inside, scanning the entire premises for Adam while she poured a glass of lemonade and bestowed it into Rhonda’s eager hand. Her heart sank as she saw Adam through the patio window, engaged in a lively conversation with her brother, Dallas, in the backyard.


  No, please! Not Dallas!


  Of her three brothers, Dallas was the absolute worst tease. If Adam mentioned something of his plans to Dallas, her brother would announce it to the entire family in the most embarrassing way possible.


  “So, what were you saying, Rhonda?” London asked, eager to get to the point of the conversation so she could be dismissed to sort through the Adam drama.


  Rhonda perched her ample form on one of the kitchen bar stools, reminding London of a plump bird atop a slender pole. When she didn’t respond immediately, London looked closer to see her lip trembling as she struggled to find words. The exuberance from earlier was missing, and her normal pretense seemed to have drained from the stool onto the hardwood floor, leaving the woman looking unusually genuine.


  With a shrewd gleam in her eye, she looked up at London and said quietly. “I know you went behind my back and cut up my family wedding dress to make an infant gown for my sister.”


  London’s breath caught. So, this was it. All of her earlier thanks had simply been a façade to her true intentions of confronting London with more of her perceived “sabotage.” In this case, London had no defense. She had gone behind Rhonda’s back and essentially destroyed a family heirloom. Of course, she could try to use TeraLyn as a shield, saying quite truthfully that Rhonda’s daughter had granted her permission. Yet she couldn’t bring herself to toss her friend “under the bus” like that in order to spare herself, especially when she knew it wouldn’t make a bit of difference in Rhonda’s opinion of her.


  “Yes,” she said firmly, determined to take the full blame. “Yes, I did that. I wish I could apologize, but I can’t. That dress was not yours, and I felt granting the owner's wishes was the right thing to do. I should have come to you about my plan, but I didn’t. I am sorry for the secrecy, but I’m not sorry for what I did.”


  Rhonda waved away her words as if they were annoying gnats. “I would have never let you do it. You did the right thing in going behind my back.”


  London felt her mouth drop open in shock. “What?”


  Rhonda met her gaze, her own eyes shining with both sincerity and unshed tears. “London, you did the right thing. I was wrong to allow anger and resentment to keep me from granting their request, but you did it anyway. When my family received the infant gown, they assumed I had done it. They reached out to me, saying how beautiful it was and how very grateful they are. I haven’t spoken directly to my sister in countless years, and yet today, she called and personally thanked me. We had a good, long talk, and we’re planning to meet for a family reunion at Thanksgiving.”


  London shook her head, not believing that this could have actually happened. She hadn’t included a note or anything with the dress, but had simply mailed it. Out of all of the things she’d done, she anticipated this would measure the worst by far in Rhonda’s eyes. Yet, God had apparently used that little baby gown to redeem seemingly hopeless family relationships.


  Rhonda’s tears flowed freely now, and she couldn’t keep up with delicately dabbing away the moisture. Instead, she took a cloth napkin and repeatedly mopped her entire face. “Our family has seen years of pain and drama, and you mended them just as surely as you sewed that infant gown!”


  Still in complete shock, London reached out and enfolded Rhonda in a hug.


  “I’m sorry, London, but I must confess something to you,” Rhonda hiccupped, pulling away from the embrace. “I took the credit for your work. After Sandy and her family loved it so, I didn’t have the heart to tell them that I didn’t create or send the gown. I let them believe it was me.”


  “That’s how it should be,” London said firmly, starting to recover. “I don’t want any credit. I did it for you and your family, and knowing that it brought healing to your family is more than enough.”


  A fresh sob caught in Rhonda’s throat. “I’m so very sorry,” she hiccupped. “For the misunderstanding.”


  London covered a smile, knowing that was the best Rhonda-apology she would ever get. While it didn’t include any acceptance of fault for her vindictive actions, at least it was something.


  “I’m not sure yet what my future plans for the bridal shop are,” Rhonda continued, completely clueless that she could be perceived as anything other than her benevolent self. “I don’t want you to feel like I was angry with you. How could I be angry when you gave me back my family?”


  “Please direct your thanks to God,” London smiled gently. While she didn’t know that she could ever work in the same building as Rhonda again, she could accept her offered olive branch. “He may have used my work, but a miracle of this magnitude can only come from His hands.”


  London caught movement out of the corner of her eye and turned slightly to see Adam enter through the patio door with Dallas no longer in tow. She watched him saunter toward where London’s mom set out plates on a table.


  A wave of alarm immediately shot through London.


  No, not Mom! She’s worse than Dallas! She’ll announce any and all fake news to every cousin, uncle, and person I’ve ever met before I have a chance to issue any kind of retraction! When Mom happens upon any bit of family info, it’s the equivalent of the shot heard around the world!


  “Mom!” she called hoarsely, trying to mount an interception from across the room. It took several calls before Lydia turned around. London eagerly beckoned her over, pointing a subtle nod toward the still-blubbering Rhonda.


  Concern immediately creased Lydia’s forehead, and she hurried over. “Rhonda, are you okay?”


  Rhonda waved her off. “Oh, these are happy tears, Lydia, dear. Your daughter is just so wonderful. I need to tell you about the miracle she arranged for me.”


  With that expertly-arranged switch, London stepped away, confident that she would not be missed now that Rhonda had secured a new audience.


  London immediately made a beeline for Adam, grabbed his hand, and pulled him into her dad’s office. She needed to get this over with right now, even if it meant allowing the potential of listening ears.


  “Adam, I need to talk to you about New York,” she said firmly, wasting no time.


  “Did you make things right with Rhonda?” Adam asked eagerly, choosing his own topic of conversation.


  “Yes, but not in the way you expected,” London said hesitantly. “She was thanking me. God used one of the wrongs I righted in order to heal some old family wounds for her.” She didn’t want to take the time to tell him the whole story. She needed to keep it vague and get on to the breakup part.


  Adam beamed. “See? Everything is working out the way it should. Your clients’ wedding was a success, and now Rhonda has forgiven you. Maybe all of this trouble happened for a reason. Since you’ve already moved things out of Rhonda’s shop, it will be simple for you to move your business to New York, but you’ll be on good terms with Rhonda when you leave.”


  Adam paused. Just when London was about to jump in, he continued with his mouth turning up in the corner at a teasing angle. “Speaking of your clients’ wedding, I do have to say that seeing you in that wedding dress on TV was pretty startling.”


  Sidetracked with the detour in conversation, London answered, “When you couldn’t help me that day, I had to talk to Mason about filling the part of the groom.”


  “No, that isn’t the reason it was startling. London, I saw you in that dress, and you looked so beautiful and perfect. I wanted it to be me standing up there across from you, and I wanted it to be for real.”


  London shook her head in confusion. “You thought the dress I wore was perfect?”


  “Yes, such a shame you had to use it with a fake wedding, but maybe you could just use it again for a real one.” Adam wiggled his eyebrows up and down suggestively. “What do you think? Do you want to wear it again in Crossroads or New York?”


  London suddenly couldn’t swallow. That was the dress he liked? But that wasn’t “The Adam” dress! It was “The Mason”! And this really IS a proposal… sort of!


  “Can you believe it?” he enthused. “We’re going to New York! It’s all we’ve ever wanted!” Adam excitedly scooped her into her arms and swung her around. When she landed on her feet, he bent to kiss her, and she raised her fingers to rest over his lips, blocking his intention.


  She stood for a moment in silence, studying him and willing him to understand what she was about to say.


  They’d both changed since high school. They weren’t the same people, nor should they be. While his personality remained unchanged as the same rule-abiding boy scout that he was as a teen, his goals had matured. He discovered a drive that translated directly to his profession. He wanted more than Crossroads, and London firmly believed he should pursue his dreams.


  But she wasn’t the same person either, not personally nor professionally. Whereas she was a strict rule-follower in high school, militant about following everyone else’s ideas and rules, now she held her own convictions and wasn’t opposed to backing them up with actions. She didn’t blindly follow rules anymore, but she considered the merit, deciding what was right or wrong based on a moral code and faith that didn’t just belong to her parents. It was her own.


  She’d also followed her professional big-city dreams to the point where they had changed. She’d been there and done that, deciding that what they offered, she no longer wanted. Her dream now included the paradox of a high-class fashion designer in a small town.


  She didn’t want New York. She wanted Crossroads. More to the point, she didn’t want Adam.


  “Adam, I’m happy for your new job, but I won’t be going to New York with you,” she said gently. “I’m not the same person I was in high school. I’ve done the big city and found that my heart is here in Crossroads.”


  “Okay,” Adam said slowly. “Well, if you’re not ready to move, I guess we can do the long-distance relationship thing for a while.”


  He was doing it again—not listening but rewriting what she said into what he wanted her to say. Unfortunately, being blunt was the only way he would understand.


  London spoke firmly, “No, Adam, I’m not interested in a long-distance relationship with you. Our goals are different. I want you to go to New York. I’m happy for you, but I’m not a part of that exciting future.”


  Adam shook his head in confusion. “But we love each other, London. All of the details can be worked out. I’ve loved you since high school, and that’s not going to change.”


  London swallowed, her confidence wavering slightly. “I don’t love you, Adam, and I really don’t think you love me either. You love that eighteen-year-old girl, but she doesn’t exist anymore. You don’t love the person I am now. You don’t love my goals and interests and my tendencies to bend your definition of rules. I’m sorry, but we really need to go our separate ways. Someday you’ll find someone you can love today and can join in your future. But that isn’t me.”


  Adam stared intently at her and slowly nodded. “I lost, didn’t I? Mason is the one you want.”


  London shrugged and smiled sadly. “I don’t know that it was ever really a fair contest, Adam. Since high school, I’ve only felt a strong friendship for you. I wanted to feel more, but I didn’t. And I’m sorry. I don’t know if things will work out with Mason, but I know they won’t work with you, at least in anything beyond friendship.”


  Adam smiled sadly, and London stood on her tiptoes to give him a little peck on the cheek.


  “Don’t feel bad, Adam. Someday you’ll meet a woman you want to give a real proposal to. Instead of marrying her as a matter of course, you’ll get down on one knee, and the thought of marrying her will make your excitement over New York seem boring.”


  Adam’s eyes lit with understanding. “Touché,” he said, seeming to finally accept that maybe his heart wasn’t where it should be where London was concerned.


  “There you are!” Dallas said, bursting into the office. “Mom is ready to serve dinner, and I promised her you two needed to make a big announcement before saying grace. Or I’d be happy to do the honors!”


  Dallas rubbed his hands together eagerly. “What did we decide on? Rings before or after New York? Or if you want, I can grab some rings off a few plastic water bottles, and we can get the job done tonight! Did you know that Sydney is ordained?”


  “Dallas Hutchins, you breathe a word, and I’ll make sure it’s your last!” London said fiercely.


  Laughing, Dallas danced away from her swipe and sprinted away. London took off after her ornery brother, exactly as she remembered doing many years before. Only this time, she couldn’t manage to find her rose-colored glasses.
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  With the ceremony concluded and the food at the reception served, London stepped away from the wedding party, seeking a hiding place in her parents’ backyard. With all of the stress of the past few days, she longed for just a minute of isolation when she could take a few deep breaths. Stepping to the outer tables bordering the edge of the lawn, she sought the lengthening shadows and turned around to survey the scene before her.


  The yard where she’d grown up had been transformed once again into a wedding fantasy. Her gaze drifted across the tables and perfectly white tablecloths crowned with beautiful, unique floral arrangements. Beyond the table, the chairs for the ceremony still stood at attention in neat rows facing a gorgeous archway interlaced with more flowers. Above the laughter and happy chatter of the wedding party and guests, the day slowly relinquished its hold to evening and beckoned the sunset to soon make its appearance.


  Perfect.


  Somehow it all seemed so fitting. They’d started the summer with Dallas and Kate’s wedding in this same backyard. Now they were ending it with another beautiful, yet completely different wedding for another Hutchins sibling. All in all, Brooke and Dylan’s wedding had been the stuff fairy tales were made of. Brooke was stunning, Dylan was dashing, the bridesmaids looked exquisite in their original London Hutchins designs, and everything ticked off like clockwork, courtesy of wedding planner, TeraLyn Snow.


  Figuring she wouldn’t be missed from her own bridesmaid duties for at least a few minutes, London wearily sank to a chair at the nearest table, which happened to be occupied by only one other guest—a small older man with wispy, white hair framing a shiny bald head.


  London sat watching the scene in silence for a few minutes, feeling her tight muscles relax while she people-watched her friends and family. It seemed as if everyone had a somebody. All of her siblings were matching up and getting married. Even Geneva had brought a date to the wedding, though London doubted he would last as her date past the next few days. Geneva was a serial dater, and to London’s knowledge, she’d never had a serious relationship or even a boyfriend last longer than a few months.


  Sydney was still single, of course. With her all-consuming profession, Sydney didn’t have a love life that London knew of. Idly, she realized that was probably something that she should talk to her sister about. Sydney was always eager to deposit her two cents into London’s life, but it never worked the other way around.


  London watched as the cake was cut, realizing she should probably be more involved, but she just didn’t have the energy. She felt lonely, as if on the outside looking in on everything. Mason had been busy and unable to come to the wedding. They’d talked a lot over the past few weeks, and he’d come to visit a couple times, but no actual decisions about the future were made. She suspected Mason was trying to take things slow for her sake, but deep down, she feared he was still the shallow movie star afraid of any real commitment. Now that they were kind of back together, would all of those fancy words fall by the wayside as having no real substance?


  The speeches started in a prelude to the toasts. Fortunately, they had already designated Geneva as the sister spokesperson to make the appropriate remarks. London listened attentively, so very happy for Brooke and Dylan and yet reluctant to fully engage in the party atmosphere.


  “Peppermint?” the man beside her asked, offering her a white and red-striped mint.


  London turned to meet the sparkling eyes of her silent table companion. Smiling at his friendly offering, London accepted the mint, unwrapped the crinkly plastic, and popped it in her mouth. Somehow, the act made her feel not so alone, as if she had a co-conspirator in her people-watching.


  The man beside her didn’t say anything else, and London wondered who he was. Maybe he was Dylan’s friend or family. He seemed like a nice man, and as she watched, she noticed his mouth turned upward with humor when he saw or heard something amusing.


  “There you are!” Rhonda Snow bustled up, and London flinched, fearing she’d been discovered.


  “They’re about to start the dancing, and you must come out of hiding. You promised me a dance, Mr. Snow!”


  London’s mouth fell open as Rhonda latched onto the arm of the older gentleman and tugged him up gently.


  “You’re Mr. Snow?” London asked aghast.


  “Of course, he’s Mr. Snow!” Rhonda said. “Has been his entire life!”


  “I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure of meeting you,” London said, standing to her feet and extending her hand. “I’m London Hutchins.”


  The man’s eyes twinkled, and his head bobbed as he clasped her hand in both of his. “I know.”


  “Of course, you know him, London!” Rhonda said with exasperation. “Mr. Snow is always very involved in everything I do. Now if you’ll excuse us, the music is starting, and I don’t want to keep Mr. Snow waiting!”


  Rhonda made her way through the tables, tugging her husband along behind her. With an amused look on his face, Mr. Snow turned back one last time and winked London’s direction.


  London couldn’t stop the giggle that bubbled up. To think that mild-mannered, sweet, old man was the infamous Mr. Snow!


  “What are you laughing about?” TeraLyn asked, approaching London’s post.


  “I just met your father,” London said lightly. “He’s not exactly what I expected. He seems like a very nice man.”


  TeraLyn’s brow furrowed. “You haven’t met him before?”


  “No, not at all.”


  Understanding dawned on TeraLyn’s face, and her own little giggle matched London’s. “From the way Mom talks about him, you must have thought him pretty ferocious!”


  “Yes, I did!”


  It felt good to laugh, but as the bubbling giggles subsided, TeraLyn turned serious. “I can’t thank you enough, London, for recommending me to Brooke to plan her wedding. I can’t tell you how much you’ve changed my life both personally and professionally.”


  London shook her head. “You’ve earned it, TeraLyn. You’re building yourself a great reputation. You’re already on the map in terms of the best wedding planners in the area. Brooke was drowning in the stress of trying to plan the wedding and manage her business. All I did was make one little suggestion, and she immediately wanted to snatch you up to plan the wedding. And you’ve done a beautiful job. It’s everything she wanted and more.”


  “It did turn out well,” TeraLyn smiled, looking at the scene with shy pride. Then she bit her lip and sidled a glance London’s direction. “I need to talk to you about something, but I didn’t know the best time to do it. I don’t want to detract from your sister’s wedding tonight, so if you want, I can wait until tomorrow.”


  London laughed, “With that kind of intro, now you need to tell me right now!”


  TeraLyn self-consciously ducked her head. “I know you haven’t wanted to move your business back into the shop, even though Mom is now the president of the London Hutchins fan club, and I understand that. But would you be willing to move back into the shop if I was the owner of Snow White Bridal?”


  “TeraLyn!” London squealed excitedly.


  TeraLyn put up a hand. “It isn’t official yet, but Mom is retiring. Dad is quite a bit older than her and has already been retired for several years. He wanted Mom to retire so they could travel, but she hasn’t been willing to consider it until now. Mom gave me her blessing to handle the business and building as I wish, and I know what I want to do. I want you to take your space for London Hutchins Designs, and I also want to operate my wedding planning business. Then I want us to go into business as partners in the local Snow White Bridal shop. We’ll probably need to hire a few more employees, but the business is solid, and I think all three businesses will be successful and fill vital niches in the community. But if you don’t want to do something like that, I totally understand. I just—”


  Without a word, London threw her arms around her friend in a fierce hug. “Yes!” she finally cried. “I’d love to go into business with you, TeraLyn, and your idea sounds amazing! Let’s do it!”


  TeraLyn’s breath whooshed out in relief, and she dashed away tears that appeared in the corners of her eyes. “Let’s have that new lawyer in town figure out the legal details and get started right away.”


  “And you’re sure your mom will be okay with our arrangement and not insist on running the show?” London asked, suddenly nervous that Rhonda would still manage to end up as her boss.


  “Don’t worry,” TeraLyn assured. “I’ll make sure Mom legally signs everything over to me beforehand. I think she will. She’s already talking about wanting to go see her sister, Sandy, before the Thanksgiving reunion, and Dad promised her a trip to Europe as well.”


  “You two need to stop hiding!” Sydney said, coming up alongside them. “You’ll make Brooke sad if she sees you standing around at her wedding. Go dance!”


  “Are you following your own advice?” London pointedly asked her sister.


  “I’ve already danced with Dad and all three of our brothers,” Sydney said proudly. “However, I’m the designated bouncer for this party. If I see people standing around, it’s my job to bounce guests back to the dance floor.”


  “Fine,” London grumbled. “TeraLyn, go find yourself a handsome single guy. I’ve got dibs on all the ones who are already taken. I’ll start with Dad. Sydney, where can I find him?” London stood on her tiptoes, trying to peer over and around the swirling mass of wedding guests.


  “Last I saw him, he was in the corner near the back of the yard,” Sydney pointed helpfully.


  London weaved her way in that direction. Catching sight of a figure in a suit standing at the edge of the yard under a large tree, she stopped suddenly.


  Mason?


  The man looked at her steadily for the space of three seconds, then he winked, turned around, and disappeared into the bushes.


  Certain her eyes hadn’t deceived her, she hurried to follow. She found the familiar trail threading its way through the bushes. Though she could no longer see the man in front of her, her feet hurriedly pattered down the faint path while trying to keep her bridesmaid’s dress away from the branches reaching out to touch the frothy blue fabric.


  Finally emerging from the brush, she saw the tree at the edge of the rim. Below its branches, Mason stood looking out at the sunset.


  “Mason, what are you doing here!” London asked breathlessly. “You said you were busy!”


  “I may have over-stated my business just a little,” Mason admitted with a smile. “Careful, you’re standing right in our living room.”


  Confused, London followed the direction of his gaze downward to their feet. To her surprise, her delicate blue sandals rested on smooth ground. All of the overgrown weeds and brush had been cleared from around the tree, revealing bare ground. In that dirt, London could see shapes where dust had been brushed aside into small hills. The clean parts of the ground extended around the tree in a network of interconnected “rooms.”


  “You did this?” London whispered, slowly understanding that he’d built a tree house, exactly as she’d done as a child.


  “Yes,” Mason said, looking like a proud little boy eager to show off his work. “I didn’t really plan on all the dust, though.” He brushed at his suit, showing the evidence of the fine layer of dirt that lightened his designer suit a few shades. “Come on, I’ll give you the tour.”


  Taking her hand in one of his, he gestured to the little dust hill borders with his other one. “You’re in the living room. We’ll have a big bay window out the back looking out over the valley. If you go this direction, you’ll find the kitchen. I have the areas for the stove marked with little rocks, and I’d also like to put a window right over the sink so we can look out at the front yard when doing dishes. If you go around this other way, you’ll find the bathroom and two bedrooms. The larger one is the master bedroom, obviously, and we can always add on more if necessary. I thought about maybe adding a sunroom, but I wanted your opinion of what else to add to our house.”


  “Our house?” London repeated, inspecting his intricate little hallways and rooms in the dirt.


  Reaching out with his hand, Mason drew her chin upward from the ground to meet his eyes. “I made it for you. I know the real one will be a little different, but I wanted to give you the dream. London, whatever house you want to dream in dirt, I will do my best to make in reality. I intend to claim all of your dreams as my own.”


  Before she could process what was happening, movement caught her eyes. She looked up behind Mason’s shoulder to see a beautiful white dress hanging on a branch of the tree. Because it was on the opposite side facing the valley, she hadn’t seen it as she’d approached or during Mason’s tour. Now, a slight breeze caught the delicate material, and it floated like a beautiful apparition.


  “That’s my dress,” she whispered, recognizing the exquisite combination of simplicity and elegance she’d only before seen on paper. “That’s the dress I designed for me. How did you…?”


  His eyes shining with love and sincerity, he explained, “Sydney showed me your sketchbook, London. She asked me to choose the dress I thought you should wear at your wedding. I chose that one. It’s the perfect dress for you, and I couldn’t imagine you wearing any dress but the one I saw in that drawing. Sydney and TeraLyn helped create the dress from the drawing. I’ve wanted to propose for weeks, but I’ve been waiting for the gown to be a reality. They said you could change things if they didn’t get it right. They wanted to make sure it was ‘The London’ in every sense.”


  London choked on her tears. “It’s perfect. It’s all perfect. You did all of this for me?”


  “Yes, I did.” The corner of his mouth lifted upward in a half-grin. Then, meeting her teary gaze, his blue eyes became serious and intense. “I know there are things about me you don’t like. I know you wish I wasn’t in the industry at all, but I can’t change what I feel God is calling me to do. I’m not perfect, and we definitely carry some baggage into our relationship. But I’d really like the chance to work out our issues together and spend the next seventy-five years or so making up for my past mistakes.”


  London looked up at him, and a phrase drifted through her mind. Forgetting what things are behind and straining toward what is ahead…The entire Bible verse from Philippians played through her mind, leaving her with one certainty. She wanted Mason by her side as she ran the race God set before her. She didn’t want to go back to the person she was even yesterday. She wanted to eagerly push forward, allowing God to teach her, use her to do His will, and change her into someone who could finish the race strong.


  With utmost sincerity, she whispered, “You’re my garbage man, Mason.”


  Mason’s brow wrinkled in distaste, and he shifted his feet awkwardly, “I can’t say that’s the most romantic phrase a woman has ever said to me. Are you referring to the dumpster diving episode?”


  London laughed. “Not exactly. But trust me, it’s a very romantic thing to say!” she assured, taking both of his hands in his so he couldn’t retreat before she’d explained. “Sydney told me that no girl dreams of marrying a garbage man, but she falls in love with who the man is, not what he does. Mason, I now realize that I don’t care what job you have because I love who you are! More than that, if being an actor is what God is calling you to do, I know He will also call me to be supportive and love you through every aspect that is involved. Just like God will equip you to support me. You’re everything I never knew I needed, and I want to be by your side for whatever God has for us, wherever that may be. I know it won’t be easy, but you mean more to me than outward circumstances.”


  Mason still looked unsure. “London, I’m not sure what kind of ‘garbage’ you’re anticipating diving into with me, but I’m not asking you to go back to Hollywood. I’m asking if I can join you here. I’d like to buy some property here in Crossroads and build our dream house. I’ll still need to travel for various projects and make trips to Hollywood, but this will be my home. I like it here, and I like that you like it here. I want Crossroads to be my home, too.”


  London looked from Mason’s loving gaze, to the hand-swept little walls of dirt around her, then to the exquisite gown floating gently in the breeze. “Mason, I love you,” she breathed. “I always have. Even when everything turned into a nightmare and we broke up, I loved you still, and that’s not going to change.”


  With his eyes locked with hers, Mason captured both her hands in his and lowered himself, placing one knee on the smooth ground of their “house.”


  “London, I know I’m not everything you want. I have plenty of faults, and we’ll certainly need to figure a lot of things out. I know I messed up before, and I don’t really deserve another chance. Though I had a lousy way of showing it, I really did love you then. I love you now, and when forever is behind us, I will love you still. Will you do me the honor of sharing the rest of your life with me? Will you marry me?”


  London looked from the intensity of Mason’s gaze back up to her wedding dress silhouetted against the varying pinks of a gorgeous sunset. “I think I have this whole thing backward,” she confessed. “Most girls say yes to the guy before they choose a dress. But I say yes to the dress first.”


  Then, looking back down at the man kneeling on one knee before her, London Hutchins finally gave her second yes.


  The End
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  A longing for home seems innately built into each of us. I wanted London to have a “going home” story, but I wanted it different than the norm. The storyline of heroine returning home to find her high school sweetheart and figure out that the life she’d always wanted was the one she’d left behind is a classic that has been done over and over. I always search for that unique twist in my writing, and I wanted the emotion behind the story to feel more true to life. Many times, the past isn’t where we belong, the long-lost love is not our perfect match, and home is not the paradise we remember.


  The simple, bittersweet reason has nothing to do with outside circumstances. It is that we are not the same people we were when home was home. If trying on your favorite shoe from five years ago, you’ll often find that it just doesn’t fit right and isn’t as wonderful as you remember. Likewise, yesterday’s home may not fit the you of today.


  And that’s okay.


  The wonderful and terrible experiences of life change us, and those changes are purposeful. London discovers that God doesn’t intend for her to return to the person she was a dozen years ago. He intends to use her experiences to mold her into someone He can use today—not a perfect person, but one in God’s process.


  I hope that the following questions help you apply London’s story in your own life. May your own experiences prepare you to lean forward in your journey, forgetting what lies behind in your eagerness to run the race God has before you. While there truly is no place like home, may your eyes stay fixed on the home ahead of you instead of any glass-darkened shadow behind.


  



  
    1. Why does London want to go home?

  


  What time or place in your life is “home”? If you could choose one time in your life to return to, where or when would it be? Would you go back if you could?


  



  
    2. How is London different than when she lived in Crossroads as an 18-year-old?

  


  Are you different than you were five, ten, or twenty years ago? What experiences has God brought you through? Do you like the changes?


  1 Corinthians 13:11, Hebrews 6:11, Philippians 3:12-16


  



  
    3. At the beginning of the book, were you on “Team Adam” or “Team Mason”? What did you like or not like about each? Did you change your mind at any point in the book? Why?

  


  Both men claim to be Christians and also claim to love London. How does each man reflect or not reflect Christ in his actions and his love for London?


  1 John 2:6, 2 Corinthians 3:6, Galatians 5:22-23, 1 Corinthians 13:4-8


  



  
    4. What did you think of London’s actions toward Rhonda? She goes behind Rhonda’s back to try to help others. She feels guilty about it, but she struggles and knows that, if she is honest, Rhonda would never let her remedy the situation. What do you think? Does London do the right thing in secretly trying to undo the damage caused by Rhonda? Why or why not?

  


  James 4:17, Proverbs 31:8-9, Ephesians 4:25


  



  
    5. What would you do differently? How could London handle things differently?

  


  2 Corinthians 8:21, Acts 24:16


  Please note, there is not necessarily a right or wrong answer, but it does present an interesting moral dilemma. What is the greater wrong—acting secretly behind someone’s back or allowing that someone to do something you believe is wrong?


  Matthew 5:10-12, Isaiah 1:17, Colossians 3:9


  



  
    6. In the end, London decides that Mason is the one God has planned for her, even though he isn’t who she thought she wanted. Is your significant other who you thought you wanted? Why or why not?

  


  Whether or not you’re married, what traits do you feel are non-negotiable, and which ones have some wiggle room. In short, what is your “garbage man” like?


  2 Corinthians 6:14, 1 Corinthians 13:4-8, 1 Peter 4:8, 1 John 4:18-19


  



  
    7. What “yes” can you say to God? Part of the spiritual theme of this book is realizing that God has used your past experiences to mold you into who He wants and prepare you to do His work. Play the what-if game! Looking at your own life and experiences, brainstorm some unique ways God might use you to serve him.

  


  Genesis 50:20, Romans 5:1-5, Colossians 3:17, Romans 8:28-30, Hebrews 13:20
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  As a child, I attended a quaint country school bordered by four huge trees that frequently boasted dirt houses around them. When the bell rang, I ran back inside the classroom with hands permanently stained from sweeping the dust around the roots aside and forming dirt walls in intricate paths I imagined as castles. Sound familiar?


  After school, I rode the bus home to our dead-end country road and played outside until sunset when I’d come inside to eat a dinner I didn’t have to prepare. At the end of the day, I’d slip into sheets I didn’t have to wash, ready to be the one tucked into bed.


  Of course, those memories are all rosy and don’t include any of the arguments with my siblings, the financial trouble, the medical issues, or social struggles I also experienced as a child. Instead, I remember the good parts and think how nice it would be to go home where life’s cares aren’t adult-sized.


  While London’s story is in some ways a mirror of my own, like London I’ve come to realize that God doesn’t want me to go back home. Everything I’ve experienced forms a backdrop and provides the tools to shape me into who He wants me to be. Those dust houses in the schoolyard equipped me to create “the real houses” with words that you just read. Isn’t it exciting to think that God planned for every little experience you’ve ever had—that He intends to use them all for your greatest good in serving Him? After all, He’s preparing us to finish our race strong and truly go home to a place not created with dust.


  Thank you for reading. In a way, every time you read one of my books, you enter into a little dust house I’ve planned and swept clean. I pray that this book made you laugh, think, and touched you in some way. As you close this book, my prayer is that you may appreciate the journey God has brought you through thus far, with all the rosy hues and shadows of your past. May He shape you into a beautiful servant who He uses in mighty ways to do His work. And, when you cross the finish line, may He take your own dusty hands and say, “Welcome home.”
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  www.amandatru.com





  [image: Amanda Tru]Amanda Tru loves to write exciting books with plenty of unexpected twists. She figures she loses so much sleep writing the things, it’s only fair she makes readers lose sleep with books they can’t put down!


  Amanda has always loved reading, and writing books has been a lifelong dream. A vivid imagination helps her write captivating stories in a wide variety of genres. Her current book list includes everything from historical, to action-packed suspense, to inspirational romance, to a Christian time travel/romance series. Amanda is also the author and organizer behind the unique, multiauthor Crossroads collection series.


  Amanda is a former elementary school teacher who now spends her days being a mommy to her four young children and her nights furiously writing. Amanda and her family live in a small Idaho town where the number of cows outnumbers the number of people.
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  Newsletter: www.amandatru.com/newsletter


  Website:www.amandatru.com


  Email: truamanda@gmail.com


  Facebook: facebook.com/amandatru.author


  Twitter: @TruAmanda
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  Yesterday Series:


  Yesterday


  The Locket


  Today


  The Choice


  Tomorrow


  The Promise


  Forever (coming soon)


  



  Tru Exceptions Series:


  Baggage Claim


  Mirage


  Point of Origin


  Rogue


  



  Brides by Mail Series:
 (Written with Cami Wesley)


  Bride of Pretense


  Bride by Request


  Bride of Regret


  



  The Secret Bride Society Series:


  The Secret Bride Society


  Crossroads Suspense Series:


  The Night of the White Elephant


  



  Christian Romance:


  Secret Santa


  The Random Acts of Cupid


  The Assumption of Guilt


  The Christmas Card Series:


  The Christmas Card


  A Cinderella Christmas


  



  Clean Romance:


  The Romance of the Sugar Plum Fairy


  



  Children’s:
 (Under the pen name J. Lasterday)


  Dog the Dragon Series:


  The Dragon’s Escape


  The Cabin Boy’s Treasure


  The Great Expedition (coming soon)
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  Dear Readers,


  Thank you for saying “yes” in choosing to read our collection! We hope you enjoyed each individual book, as well as seeing how they all worked into the final story. Isn’t it amazing to think of how our own real-life stories interconnect in significant ways that we may never know? In God’s hands, even our worst difficulty can be used to bless someone else!


  One of the fun benefits of reading a book is that you get to cheat in ways that we can’t in real life! In The Second Yes you got to see how God used London’s actions in the lives of other characters. Though a real London wouldn’t ever realize the impact a wedding dress could have, you get to appreciate the examples of miracles and life changes that came in the form of white silk, chiffon, and lace.


  May you close this book with the assurance that your work and actions matter as well. Whether you are searching for home, struggling with family relationships, or trying to wade through life’s difficulties hoping for God’s direction, we hope God uses even the most insignificant details in unexpectedly significant ways, leading you exactly where He wants and molding you into who He wants you to be.


  This is a unique set of books, with each story fitting together like a puzzle piece with the final book. Since all of the stories have a point of intersection, we call it a Crossroads Collection. If you love the premise of this set and are eager for more, please check out the other Crossroads Collections. There are currently a total of five collections that, due to their popularity, have become almost their own brand. Out of the Blue Bouquet, Yesterday’s Mail, Under the Christmas Star, and Betwixt Two Hearts are now available at the links below! In each of them, you will find five new books tied together once again with a crossroads to the last book in the set.


  We also have more “Crossroads Collections” in the works! If you would like to be notified of new and upcoming collections in this series, please sign up with Amanda Tru’s email newsletter. She is excitedly organizing more of these multiauthor sets of this type, and she notifies subscribers when new collections are released.


  Finally, if you enjoyed this collection, please help spread the word, write a review, ask your library to stock that hardback, and/or recommend it to your friends! This collection, like the others, will only be available for a limited time, so be sure to help spread the word and also snag the paperback version that will last long after the ebook collection disappears. Eventually, each set will be disbanded and the books published individually. So read them as complete sets while you can!


  Thank you again for reading. We hope you enjoyed our stories and that they sparked your imagination, touched your heart and even made you think. We wish you the best and hope that you know the blessing of encountering the author of your real-life book. May He intersect every event of your life in chapters that draw you to Him, equip you to say “yes” to serve Him, and eventually lead you home. me.


  Sincerely,


  Alexa Verde, Chautona Havig, Hallee Bridgeman, Alana Terry, & Amanda Tru


  The Second Yes Authors
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  Did you miss Out of the Blue Bouquet, Crossroads Collection 1?


  
    
      [image: The Crossroads Collection]

    

  


  

Out of the Blue Bouquet
 Crossroads Collection 1


  Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five unique yet connected stories together in this collection where misdirected floral deliveries lead to lives changed.


  Courting Calla, by Hallee Bridgeman.


  Ian knows Calla is the woman God has chosen for him, but Calla is hiding something big. Can Calla trust Ian with her secret, or will she let it destroy any possible hope they may have for a future?


  Seoul in Love, by Alana Terry.


  Love was lost a long time ago. A chance meeting in Seoul might change all that forever.


  A Kærasti for Clari, by Carol Moncado.


  Her job as social media manager for Eyjania's Queen Mother keeps Clari Sørenson busy. An unexpected treasure hunt with Joel Christiansen might just be the vacation she needs.


  Premeditated Serendipity, by Chautona Havig.


  A floral fiasco sparks a plan to play matchmaker. Reid has his reasons for not pursuing Kelsey… yet, and outside interference only makes an already difficult situation even more awkward.


  Out of the Blue Bouquet, by Amanda Tru.


  When Brooke is left in charge of Crossroads Floral, she accidentally sends the flower deliveries to the wrong people. Unfortunately, some of those wrong people include all of the ex-girlfriends of the most eligible bachelor in town. Are Brooke's mistakes a complete disaster, or can there be something beautiful in an out-of-the-blue bouquet?
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  Did you miss Yesterday’s Mail, Crossroads Collection 2?
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Yesterday’s Mail
 Crossroads Collection 2




  Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five unique, connected stories where lost mail finds unexpected purpose.


  Sleepless in Seoul, by Alana Terry


  When Derek leads his church on a short-term mission trip to South Korea, he's definitely not expecting to find out the woman working with him is the same woman who broke his heart over twenty years ago.


  Like Ships Passing, by Cynthia Hickey


  One transposed number threatens to sink love before it gets started.


  Chasing Pearl, by Hallee Bridgeman


  A package lost in the mail since 1940 brings a modern couple together in a miraculous way.


  Operation Posthaste, by Chautona Havig


  A nine-year-old boy finds a bag of mail from WWII in the attic of their new house and makes it his personal mission to deliver every piece before his mom finds out.


  Yesterday's Mail, by Amanda Tru


  A Christian post office clerk uses her police officer background to investigate lost mail and solve a mystery that has plagued her small town for years.
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  Did you miss Under the Christmas Star, Crossroads Collection 3?
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Under the Christmas Star
 Crossroads Collection 3




  Five of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave five unique, connected stories where handmade Christmas ornaments lead to miraculous answers to prayer.


  Comfort and Joy, by Lesley Ann McDaniel


  Recently divorced from her cheating, narcissistic ex-husband, Joy Bennet has set a firm boundary against dating until her kids are grown. But when Kyle Montgomery brings his dog to her clinic for emergency surgery, her resolve is put to the test.


  Brushed with Love, by April Hayman


  An unlikely couple? Perhaps, but when Shelby Matthews and Beau Wright work together to reestablish the Wright family annual Christmas pageant, a beautiful picture of love, family, and commitment emerges in this modern retelling of Ruth and Boaz.


  Tangoed in Tinsel, by Chautona Havig


  It took twenty years for Wayne Farrell to find the love of his life and only a sprained ankle to lose her. Still, when a new shot at romance presents itself, Wayne finds himself tangling and tangoing his life in unexpected directions.


  Shattered Pieces, by Alana Terry


  A young boy discovers the story of how his parents survived as an interracial couple in the American South during the Civil Rights movement.


  Under the Christmas Star, by Amanda Tru


  When an autistic young woman’s car and handcrafted ornaments are stolen, she struggles to keep her business and doubts her future could include friendship, love, and answered prayer.
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  Did you miss Betwixt Two Hearts, Crossroads Collection 4?
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Betwixt Two Hearts
 Crossroads Collection 4


  Six of today's Best-selling Christian Authors weave six brand-new, unique, interconnected stories where nothing comes between the love betwixt two hearts.


  Betwixt Two Hearts, by Amanda Tru


  All is fair in a contest of love. May the best matchmaker win. With control of their dating website the prize, Bailey and Camden embark on a matchmaking competition that snags on unexpected results.


  The Swedehearts Glory Quilt, by Cathe Swanson


  Eleanor ran away to find herself. David knew exactly where to go in life and Eleanor didn't fit into that journey. Could a matchmaking agency put them on the same map?


  Whole Latte Love, by Kari Trumbo


  Misguided Drew thinks all quiet women hide harmful secrets. While pretty, new best friend Addi's soft-spoken nature reminds him too much of past hurts to move their relationship forward. Can a matchmaking agency change his heart?


  Seoul Refuge, by Alana Terry


  Caroline is a new believer, excited and passionate about her faith. Calvin is a Boston police detective, an atheist who can hardly believe Christians have brainwashed his wife. Caroline just wants to follow God. Calvin just wants his wife back.


  Guardian of Her Heart, by Carol Moncado


  Signed up for a dating service by friends and brought together by a stowaway cat, Mark and Casey must decide if they want to overcome their apparent incompatibilities or go their separate ways.


  Random Acts of Shyness, by Chautona Havig


  Heath's sister, Selby, has laid down the law. It’s time to let her take over his love life. After a series of first and only dates, Heath embarks on her new scheme to help him overcome the debilitating nervous habit that has plagued him all his life. However, between dates, each worse than the last, he tries one more time to do things his way… sort of.
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