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      Rebecca Waites held too tightly to the tiny hand in her own and struggled to breathe despite the fist in her chest. "Remember what I said, okay? If you're good, and stay right here and play your games, when mommy's finished, we'll go for ice cream. As many scoops as you want. Okay?"

      Becca stared down at her son's precious face, praying for the miracle that would result in the never-quiet behavior of a typical four-year-old.

      "Bex? You made it! Oh, I'm so glad you're here!"

      Becca turned at the sound of the nickname coming from her younger sibling, a smile forming on her lips because of Kaitlyn's squeal and how it echoed through the elegant old mansion where Kaitlyn's wedding reception would take place. "We're here. I told you before, no worries," she said, catching a nearly-flying Kaitlyn in her arms for a massive hug.

      Kaity was four years younger and the only one who had ever called her Bex, the name born of Kaity's inability to say Rebecca or Becca when she began talking.

      "They still don't know," Kaity whispered urgently into Becca's ear. "When are you going to tell them?"

      Becca squeezed her sister before releasing her. "When the time is right."

      "It's been a year. The time hasn't been right in a year?"

      Kaity's big blue eyes reminded Becca of a doll she'd had as a child. Blond, blue-eyed and perfect in every way. Everyone loved Kaity because she was as kind and good-hearted as she was beautiful. "Officially, it's only been six months since it was final," she said, referring to the day she and her husband of six years had divorced her to marry his mistress and raise his illegitimate--or his normal as Bryce liked to call him--son.

      "Well, I hate the thought of them knowing as much as you, especially since Mama's on the warpath. You have no need to worry about me turning into bridezilla because Wynonna Waites has it covered, trust me. Thank you so much for coming to take over the wedding planning. I know people usually contact you a year or two in advance, but David and I don't want to wait and Mama insists on a big wedding with all the fuss."

      "It's-- I'm happy to help. I needed to get away from Charleston for a bit anyway. And since I had a cancellation..." Becca said, forcing another smile.

      Fake it till you make it. Wasn't that the saying?

      "Uh-oh. What now?"

      Becca closed her tired eyes briefly and shook her head. Even Kaity didn't know about Eli's official diagnosis of selective mutism. It had taken years of doctor visits to rule out physical issues and autism as the reason her bright, beautiful boy didn't speak to anyone but her--and that was only on rare occasions. When he was ready he would talk, they said. ”I’ll tell you later. For now, get me up to speed on what's been done."

      Kaity linked her arm through Becca's and tugged her toward the end of the long ballroom. As they walked away, Becca glanced over her shoulder to where Eli sat, head bowed and his concentration fully on the video game in his hands.

      Thankfully the room was devoid of any childish items of intrigue that Becca could see, so Eli should stay focused and not wander off.

      "Well, I told you David and I wanted to elope and avoid all of this, but Mama insists and Daddy backs her because I'm--"

      "His last little girl," they said in unison.

      "Exactly. So, big, elaborate, and over the top is apparently the theme," Kaity said.

      "The theme being?" Becca asked, taking in the huge ballroom windows and ornate moldings. The Wickersham Estate and barely existing town of Stone River had escaped Sherman's march through Georgia, and over the years the family had added on and expanded the already massive house before gifting it to the historical society when the last living family member passed on.

      "Black, white and tiffany blue," Kaity said. "Oh, I know it's been done a million times but I do so love the colors. Mama wanted all white, but Daddy reminded her of our plans to elope and Mama decided to go along with my color scheme."

      "Nice of her to compromise," Becca said with a wry shake of her head. She loved her mother, truly, but Wynonna had a way of taking over and doing things her way. That boldness and determination was great for charity fundraisers and the like, but not a wedding where the bride and groom where already being held hostage for "the show."

      "I know, right? Anyway, I've picked black on white damask--"

      "Elegant," Becca added.

      "With small touches of tiffany blue. To make Mama happy I told her we would only use white flowers."

      Becca pulled her notebook tablet out of her large purse and began to take notes. "How many people?"

      Kaity rolled her eyes. "Last count was 300 and Mama hadn't even gotten to the country club or her book club yet."

      Becca smirked. “Four hundred it is."

      Kaity groaned and crossed her arms over her front, tapping her foot against the antique marble floor.

      "Please don't let this turn into a circus. I feel as though it already is. If only Mama would be happy with just a bridal tea or something."

      "You know that's wishful thinking," Becca murmured, still making notes and drawing a quick sketch of the room. She'd take measurements of the windows, doors and floors to know exactly what space she had to work with.

      Somewhere behind her, a door opened and closed and Becca vaguely heard Kaity suck in a sharp breath.

      "Um, Bex? There's something else I haven't mentioned."

      "Oh? What's that?"

      "It's, um, about the photographer."

      "What about it?" Becca asked.

      "I've already hired someone. Actually, I've hired... him."
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      Zack Dupre watched as Rebecca turned to face him and waited for her to recognize him. It didn't take long. One second she wore a fake, welcoming smile, and the next she paled to the color of the antique white walls behind her. "Ladies," he said softly, never taking his eyes off of the elder sister.

      "Bex, you remember Zack, right? Um, I mean, of course you do, but-- Zack is a fabulous photographer and he's agreed to be our wedding photographer."

      Zack watched as Becca turned her surprised stare into a glare when she glanced at her little sister.

      Kaity went on babbling about the photography awards he had won and how pleased she was to snag his services when he's usually booked a year or two  in advance.

      "Thankfully someone cancelled in his lineup as well," Kaity said. "I mean, I feel bad for them because it means no wedding, but what are the odds of both of you being available now? Perfect timing, isn't it?"

      Zack wondered at Becca's thoughts, but her expression gave little away. He didn't imagine it was easy coming face-to-face with the man she'd tossed aside like trash ten years ago. Harder still to know she was going to have to work with him during all of the wedding preparations.

      "Zack's taken our engagement photos and he's agreed to do a comprehensive photo package for us. Oh, did I mention the magazine article?"

      Zack watched as confusion gathered in Becca's blue-green eyes. While most men would probably find Kaitlyn the prettier of the two sisters, he considered Becca's bright gaze and reddish-brown hair more to his liking. He had ten years ago, too. Not that she had felt the same way. Apparently he was good-looking enough to fool around with on the sly, but socially unacceptable given how she'd run away at the first sign of trouble.

      "No. You haven't mentioned a magazine article," Becca said, her tone almost hiding her upset at the situation, but not quite.

      "Yikes. I'm sorry, Bex. I thought I had. Things have just been so crazy lately it must have slipped my mind. I can't remember who knows and who doesn't. Anyway, David and I are being featured in the magazine from proposal to marriage. He and daddy are the attorneys for the magazine publisher and when they heard about the proposal, well, the rest is history. I didn't think you'd mind since it's free publicity and you could use--uh, you know. All publicity is good publicity, isn't that what people say?" Kaitlyn ended awkwardly.

      Zack wasn't sure what Kaitlyn had been about to say about Becca needing good publicity, but the silence that followed made it clear he needed to call in a favor and do some digging out of curiosity, if nothing else.

      As a teenager under court-ordered community service, he'd worked for a blind woman who raised service dogs in training. The woman had wound up being his half-sister and she had later married a man whose brother owned an Altanta-based private security company.

      As convoluted as it all seemed, things couldn't have worked out any better. He'd gained a loving family, and when he'd first started his photography business and bookings were slow, he'd worked for the security company.

      The job was obviously meant to help out a family member in need, but he'd grown close to his brother-in-law's brother and all the men who worked for the company. They had become the brothers he'd never had and good men to look up to.

      "Yes, of course. How exciting for you," Becca said. "And for you," she added, glancing at Zack. "A magazine spread is a big deal."

      "Oh, it's nothing for Zack," Kaitlyn said with a friendly smile. "He's had lots of them."

      Given what he knew of Becca's occupation he found himself slightly offended that she hadn't kept up on his successes. But then again, why would she? It wasn't like she'd expected him to become anything worthwhile, was it?

      "Bex, you've had to have seen his work. It's been featured in bridal magazines, parenting magazines… His photos are the bomb."

      A quick poke of satisfaction filled him when Becca's eyebrows rose and an expression of genuine surprise flickered across her face.

      "That's wonderful. I'm happy for you," Becca murmured, making eye contact briefly.

      "Not bad for a high school drop out, eh?" He hadn't meant to blurt out his thoughts but the words came without warning, bringing with them a wealth of anger.

      He'd forgiven her, put the things she and her parents and said about him behind him and moved on. Built a good, satisfying life despite the way Becca had made him feel about his inadequacies, and lack of education and money. But it all came back to him in a rush of emotion he couldn't ignore. Apparently he had more issues to work on than he'd thought.

      "Oh, please. No amount of schooling can teach art and the ability to have an eye for light and contrast and all the other phenomenal stuff in your photos," Kaitlyn said. "I'm serious," she said to Becca. "His work is ah-mazing. Oh—there's the manager of the Wickersham. I need to ask him a question. Be right back."

      "Kaity, I'm the one who should be asking que—”

      Becca broke off and closed her mouth with a pained sounding sigh as Kaitlyn took off toward the man, the flowy dress she wore reminding Zack of a butterfly.

      Shifting his attention back to Becca, he stifled a laugh at the grumpy expression on her face. Looked like few things had changed between the sisters over the years.

      When he and Becca had secretly dated, Becca had complained about Kaitlyn's flightiness and compared her sister to a hummingbird unable to light. Hummingbird, butterfly... He now saw what she'd meant.

      "I-I-- I suppose I should get these measurements."

      Becca turned to walk away but Zack snagged her arm, his grip on her elbow gentle but firm. "Are you going to be able to work with me? If not, speak now."

      The muscles of her throat moved up and down as she swallowed hard. She avoided his gaze, but he noted the flush traveling from her neck to her face.

      "I should be the one asking that question of you."

      "So ask," he ordered, daring her. After everything that had happened over the course of that long ago summer, asking him the loaded question was the least she could do.

      "Okay, fine. Do you have a problem working with-- Eli, no!"
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      Becca blurted out the command before tearing lose of Zack's hold and putting her feet in motion. She raced across the room to where she'd left Eli sitting in an elegantly styled side chair, but even though she was quite certain Eli had heard her, her son continued to dig into a camera bag Zack had apparently left on the nearby table. "Eli."

      Four inch heels didn't make for a fast trek across the large ballroom but Zack effortlessly jogged by her and made it to Eli's side in a matter of seconds.

      "Hey, there, bud. Thanks for watching my stuff and keeping it safe. Mind if I take that?"

      Finally coming close to where they stood, she watched as Zack deftly plucked an expensive looking lens from Eli's grasp.

      "Eli, I told you to--"

      "Pretty neat looking, huh?" Zack said, squatting down to be on Eli's level. "But they're not toys. I can show you what they do, but you have to promise you won't touch them unless I'm right beside of you to help you. Deal?"

      Becca bit her inner lip and waited anxiously to see if Eli would respond to Zack's surprisingly gentle tone. Had Eli touched one of Elliot's electronic gadgets he would've gone through the roof, yelling, grabbing at Eli's shoulders to impress upon the silent boy how dear and valuable the item was instead of realizing the most valuable asset he had stood trembling before him.

      Tears stung her eyes as she heard Zack explain the lens took special photos and attached it to the camera dangling from his side with a twist of his fingers. That done, Zack flipped a switch and the digital screen brightened.

      "Then all you do is point it and press this button," Zack said, aiming it at Becca.

      The shutter clicked repeatedly before Becca could avert her face.

      "See? There's your pretty mama."

      She wanted to ask him to erase the photos but she deemed it unnecessary. Zack would have no problem erasing the images of her after all she'd put him through.

      "But you heard me, right? No more messing around with my equipment."

      Once more she waited for Eli to respond, nod, something, but he simply stared at Zack with the same big eyes that had stolen her heart the moment the doctor had placed him in her arms after delivering him.

      "Sorry about that," Kaity called from the doorway. "I just had to ask a few questions. Uh... everything all right in here?"

      Becca blinked the residual moisture from her eyes and nodded, pasting the same fake smile on her face as she had for the last year since her life had begun to implode. "Yes, it's fine. Zack was showing Eli his camera."

      "Awesome. So, Zack, do you want to do the run through of shots and take a look around while Bex gets her measurements?"

      "Sure. You're the boss," he said with a smile.

      Zack rose and shouldered the heavy looking equipment bag after replacing the lens and latching everything for safe keeping.

      "Okay, then," Kaity said, her expression revealing her curiosity as she split her attention between Becca and Zack. "Bex, you'll be here when we finish, right?"

      Becca felt the intensity of Zack's gaze and knew he wondered if she would run away like she had in the past. "Of course."

      Zack walked toward the door but Kaity hung back.

      "If you run into Mama, don't mention Zack, okay?" Kaity made a face. "I wanted you to be here when I told her and Daddy who I hired. I mean, if you or Zack couldn't make things work then there was no need to tell Mama and Daddy and upset them, right? But so long as you and Zack are both okay with it, it'll be fine. I just know it."

      Kaity turned and hurried after Zack before Becca could respond. Katy hadn't told their parents about Zack?

      Her sister's positive attitude was more than a little far-fetched in this scenario, but now wasn't the time to confront her about the sneak-attack. A little warning would have gone a long way, but apparently she wasn't the only one Kaity had kept in the dark. Only Zack seemed to know what was happening, but then by accepting Kaity's invitation to scout potential photo opps, of course he would have to know he'd be required to deal with Kaity's family. "Oh, Kaity, what are you thinking?"

      Their parents would explode when they discovered Kaity had hired Zack. So much so, Becca wouldn't be surprised if they threatened to not fund the wedding. Was Kaity ready for that?

      She was fully aware of the blame and responsibility she carried for what had happened in the past with Zack, but her parents... They blamed him entirely, ignoring her statements about being just as culpable.

      Recruiting Eli to help her with the measurements, she positioned him on one end of the long hall and stretched the tape, stopping periodically to note the floor to ceiling windows and grand French doors on the iPad she used to design the layouts. Thankfully, Eli dropped the tape several times, forcing her to start again and keep her too busy to dwell on what the next few weeks would bring having to work with Zack.

      She'd finished designing the layout and had just saved it when the doors opened and her mother and father appeared.

      "Becca? When did you arrive," her father asked, a smile on his sun-chapped lips as he crossed the room to where she and Eli waited for Kaity's return.

      No doubt he was just coming in from the golf course given his attire.

      "About an hour ago." She allowed her father to draw her against his chest for a hug, amazed as always by his ability to simply pretend the past never happened. How did people move on so easily? "Hi, Daddy. How are you?"

      "Better now that my girls are both home. Now where's my little Eli?" George said, looking everywhere but at her son. Finally he fixed his gaze on Eli and smiled. "Why, that can't be Eli. You've grown a foot since I saw you last."

      Kaity worried her lower lip with her teeth and prayed Eli would respond. At least do more than look at his grandfather with that blank stare he'd perfected over the last year.

      "So? How's my grandson?"

      George knelt in front of Eli but Eli didn't so much as blink.

      "Um, Dad? Eli's really tired. It's been a long day."

      Her father hesitated momentarily before he stood and nodded at her words, but Becca saw the glance he exchanged with her mother, their expressions as easy to read as her ex-husband's.

      What's wrong with him?

      Haven't we always suspected something was off?

      How does this make the family look?

      All those questions and more flickered across her parents' faces in a matter of seconds, recognizable only because she'd seen them on Elliot's so many times over the last four years.

      "Of course," her father said, looking about the room with way more interest than necessary.

      "Rebecca, I'm glad you're here," her mother said, moving close to place her hands on Rebecca's shoulders and air-kiss both cheeks. "Maybe you can talk some sense into your sister."

      "Pardon?" Becca said, leery of facing her parents alone if they'd already discovered Zack Dupre was Kaity's choice of photographer.

      "Kaitlyn is still threatening to elope, but I've told her again and again she simply can't. It's your job to make sure she doesn't take off halfway through the planning process."

      "I'll do my best," she murmured, not blaming Kaity one bit for wanting to escape the chaos that some weddings became.

      "You'll have to do better than that," her father said. "I'm not footing the bill for something that doesn't happen."

      "Exactly," Wynonna agreed. "The timing of the wedding perfectly correlates with your father's announcement that he's running for State Representative. John, his political manager, says the wedding is a great way of showcasing George as..."

      The large French doors opened and Kaity entered, Zack's deep, masculine voice drifting over Kaity's shoulder and across the marble floor to where they stood. But it wasn't until Zack followed Kaity into the building that Becca heard her mother gasp and her father released a sound similar to a growl.

      "What is he doing here?" they asked in unison.
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      Zack felt like a bug under a microscope as every member of the Waites family stared at him. Even little Eli followed the adults' gaze and pinned Zack with his big brown eyes.

      Seconds ticked by and no one moved. Finally Kaity cleared her throat and placed her hand on Zack's forearm.

      "Here we go," Becca's younger sister murmured, gently squeezing his arm to get him moving toward the group.

      "What's he doing here?" George asked, his tone low and rough coming as it was from between his clenched teeth.

      "Kaitlyn, how smart of you to get an estimate from all the photographers in town," Wynonna said in a saccharine tone. "She will give you a call when she's received your estimate and has made her decision. You're free to go."

      "Mama, I've made my decision," Kaity stated, glancing from Zack to Becca and back toward her parents. "And I've already hired Zack as my photographer. We were just going over some of the shots I'd like for him to take on the big day."

      "Out of the question," her father said.

      "Oh, Kaity, no. He simply won't do. I'm sure your work is perfectly acceptable," Wynonna hastily added. "But we know several photographers with far more experience and training."

      "Mother, you're not listening," Kaity stated, lifting her chin. "I've already hired Zack," she repeated, each word receiving an extra second or two of emphasis. "The contract has been signed."

      Becca had to give her parents credit. For two people who obviously wanted to explode in a fit of anger, they managed to remember their southern upbringing and somehow reined in their emotions. After all, it wouldn't do for George or Wynonna to be seen having a hissy fit.

      "I'm sure Mr. Dupre would be happy to let you out of the contract. We'll pay him half the fee for his trouble. I'm sure that would suit you," her father said to Zack, his tone stiff and formal.

      "I work for Kaitlyn," Zack stated. "I'll go along with whatever she decides."

      George and Wynonna turned their combined gazes on to Kaity and Becca watched her sister square her shoulders and lift her chin.

      Fearless Kaity. Becca had always envied Kaity her spirit.

      "Daddy, Mama, the matter is decided. Zack's photos are the best. Mama, wait until you see them. He's won awards and-- and he even has art galleries wanting to host shows for his work."

      The news had Becca shifting her gaze to Zack, and she noted that he looked surprised by Kaity's statement. Was it true? Or was he surprised by the fact Kaity defended him instead of caving to their disapproval the way she had ten years ago?

      "Kaitlyn Georgette Allison Waites--"

      "Mama," Becca said, gaining her mother's attention. A flutter of unease ran down Becca's spine in response to her mother's expression. "Obviously Kaity has her heart set on having Zack photograph her wedding, and contracts are binding as Daddy will tell you. Now, Kaity has already questioned Zack and I as to whether we are capable of working together during this period of time, and since we are both professionals, we've agreed to the arrangement."
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