
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      CELEBRATION

    

    
      First edition. August 12, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Lois Breedlove.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8231873371

    

    
    
      Written by Lois Breedlove.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Celebration

By Lois Breedlove

Sign up for Love Notes, a newsletter specifically for the romantic suspense novels written under the Lois Breedlove name. Get announcements of new books and stay abreast of what is happening among the four friends in Moscow, Idaho, who believe anything is possible if you’ve got women friends who have your back.

Published by L. J. Breedlove 

License Notes

This story is for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this story with another person, please send them to my website for their own copy. Thank you for respecting the work of this author.

Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. While place descriptions and news events may coincide with the real world, all characters and the plot are fictional.

Contact Information

For more information about this author, please visit http://www.ljbreedlove.com/. Email address is lois@ljbreedlove.com.

Celebration

A Small Town Secrets novella

Marilee Dupont and Trent Williams invite you to celebrate their wedding at 6 p.m., Saturday, July 2, at the Dupont Ranch, outside Pullman, Washington. 

Everyone is invited. There will be barbeque.

Celebration falls in between Summer Lull and Her Classroom in the Small Town Secrets series of romantic suspense novels, featuring four women who have each other’s backs — in work, in love, in life — and even in the wedding that will keep the gossips at the feed store busy forever.
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Chapter 1
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Friday, 8 days to the wedding

FOR A WOMAN WHO USED to rope calves in rodeos, getting a 4-month-old baby into a carry sling shouldn’t be this hard, Marilee Dupont thought, laughing at her own struggles. Deborah — the 4-month-old baby in question — giggled back at her. And continued to wave her legs rather than put them in the sling.

Deborah had apparently inherited her father’s height, because she was already 26 inches long, and weighed 14 pounds. The doctor assured them she was a perfectly healthy baby. Marilee had no argument. As far as she was concerned, Deborah was perfect in every way. 

And her daddy? Trent Williams doted on her. There was really no other word for it. All their friends just sat and watched the stoic banker melt for his baby girl like it was the latest episode in a favorite television show. Marilee didn’t know why anyone would be surprised — look at how he was with his oldest daughter. He’d moved to Moscow, Idaho, just to get her away from her toxic mother, giving up a fairly important banking position in Boise to do so.

No, the problem wasn’t Deborah Williams Dupont. It was Marilee. She was only 5-foot tall herself. She lacked leverage. And you couldn’t argue your way to success with a baby, although she had to admit Deborah’s recent attempts at sounds were almost as coherent as her faculty colleagues.

So here she was, a tenured full professor with a PhD in agriculture, owner of one of the largest family-run ranches in the Northwest, and she was going to be late for breakfast because she couldn’t seem to get her daughter into her carry sling.

It was humbling, that was what it was, Marilee thought, amused. Humbling.

Finally, Marilee just flung the sling over her shoulder, picked up her daughter in her arms, and headed toward the kitchen. There would be a lot of tall people there who could take this project on.

And they probably had already had coffee.

To her surprise, the only person in the kitchen was Bethany, her 18-year-old stepdaughter. Well, she would be her stepdaughter officially in a week, Marilee thought defensively. She’d felt more like a daughter than a ranch hand from day one, even though she continued to receive a salary for her work out here. Bethany’s ability to run the ranch kitchen was a godsend.

“Where is Trent?” Marilee asked.

Bethany took the squirming baby from Marilee’s arms. “There’s a plate for you in the oven,” she said. She efficiently put Deborah in the sling, and then slipped it over her head, settling the baby against her chest. See? Marilee thought. Leverage. Bethany was 5-foot-9, and looked like a feminine version of her father.

“How old were you when you reached 5 foot?” Marilee asked.

Bethany shrugged. “Third grade?”

Deborah would be taller than Marilee by the time she was 9? Marilee chuckled at that image. She poured herself coffee, and pulled the plate out of the oven. They did big breakfasts out here on the ranch — usually at 6 a.m. for all the people who were working that day. Bethany handled the kitchen when she was out here, and she was good at it. As good as Marilee, and Marilee had nearly 15 years of experience on her.

They’d fallen into a pattern, the two of them. Bethany did breakfast for whoever was eating — an irrigation team this morning — while Marilee took mornings slower, and didn’t come out of the bedroom until after she’d nursed Deborah. It amused both of them that Trent couldn’t seem to decide whether he wanted to be with Marilee as she nursed, or hover protectively over Bethany with all of those ranch hands around.

As if she would hire anyone who wasn’t trustworthy, Marilee thought, rolling her eyes. But being the father of a teenaged girl had put Trent in a spin, and now he had two daughters? Lordy.

“Trent?” Marilee asked again, as she sat at the big wooden table that filled one end of the kitchen. The food was excellent, and the coffee was a lifesaver. Deborah didn’t sleep through the night yet.

“Grandpa called,” Bethany said finally. She had her back to Marilee, and she didn’t turn around. “Dad decided to take it outside.”

“Must be the season,” Marilee muttered. “I got an email from my dad.”

Bethany glanced at her, and then went back to putting together something for lunch. “How many do we have for lunch, do you know?” Bethany asked.

Marilee made a mental count. “The four of us and the hay-cutting crew of six? So ten?” Deborah didn’t really need to be in the lunch count, but it seemed weird to ignore her completely. She was here, after all. The center of attention, usually.

“It’s Friday,” Marilee added, with a look toward the backdoor. “Everyone will be out by supper.”

‘Everyone’ had gotten to be a larger term than four women who used to go to Pete’s for Friday night happy hour. All of them would be here — with their partners. Angie and Mark, Gail and Jake, and Rebecca and Jon. Was Jon Rebecca’s partner? She wasn’t sure. It probably depended upon which one of them you asked, Marilee decided. Rebecca seemed oblivious to what was developing between the two of them, but Jon was clearly not going anywhere.

It had been a while since all of them had gotten together. Gail and Jake had gone to San Diego to see Jake’s family as soon as the university let out in May. They’d just gotten back. And Mark had gone to Payette after Angie, and stayed a while. They’d been back a week or so, and obviously they’d worked out the kinks in that relationship. Rebecca had been helping Jon sort out what was going on with his family’s furniture stores. And wasn’t that a mess?

But they were now one week out from Marilee and Trent’s wedding on July 2, and they needed to do some planning! For the next week, there needed to be focused attention on the wedding, thank you very much.

“I’ve got a roast planned for tonight,” Bethany said. “Sandwiches should work for lunch, right?”

Marilee nodded. Really, they’d eat what was put before them and like it, if they knew what was good for them.

Marilee finished eating, but Trent still hadn’t come back inside. “You OK taking care of Deborah while I go see what your father is up to?”

That did make Bethany turn around with an insulted expression on her face.

“I withdraw the question,” Marilee conceded. She bused her dishes, taking the last swallow of coffee. Bethany nodded shortly, but she was grinning as she turned back to the counter.

Marilee went outside, and looked around for Trent. He probably hadn’t gone far. If she had something on her mind, she headed for the horse barn. And if she was really troubled, she went for a ride. On 6,000 acres, she could disappear for quite a while. But Trent was a city boy at heart. Unless she asked him to join her on a ride, or there was some reason to take the Jeep out and check on something, he was happy to stay in the homestead area.

Sure enough, Trent was down at the fence, where he could look out over the alfalfa fields. It was one of her favorite spots. She used to like to watch the sunset from there, glass of wine in hand. Now she and Trent did it together.

Marilee smiled. She wasn’t alone anymore.

She had no regrets about the decision she made to keep the Dupont Ranch in Dupont hands for another generation. The price had been high — higher than she liked to admit. Four years of ranching out here by herself. A side-tracked academic career. Some very lonely nights.

But next week, she and Trent were getting married — a celebration that she wasn’t alone anymore.

Marilee went down to the fence, and slid her arm around Trent’s waist. “Bethany said your father called?” she asked.

Trent nodded. He was chewing on his cheek, not a good sign. “He did,” he said finally. “Wanted to know if it was too late to RSVP and come up for the wedding.”

“Must be in the air,” Marilee muttered. “Dad emailed me. Informed me he and Mom would be here Thursday. At least your father asked permission.”

Trent glanced at her. “We could still elope,” he suggested.

Marilee giggled. “Right. We’ve got 100 guests coming out for a wedding next Saturday night,” she said. “And they would never let us live it down if we eloped instead.”

Trent grunted. He wasn’t a people person like she was, but he’d gotten used to the large gatherings at Dupont Ranch. This one was going to be a wing-dinger, because they were doing the wedding on Saturday July 2, with houseguests staying over for the usual Dupont barbeque on Monday July 4. There would be even more people here for the 4th. It was a tradition going back at least three generations.

The wedding would be formal, but the July 4thbarbeque would be family-oriented. Most of the local German Baptist community would be here — and they ran to big families — along with all other the neighbors, the people she did business with in Pullman, as well as her colleagues from the university. Everyone was invited. She invariably met someone she didn’t even know — and that was OK.

But the wedding? That was for their friends. For the people they were closest to.

Well, her friends, and a few cousins. An aunt and uncle, or two. She thought about it  —maybe three? 

On Trent’s side? Four siblings said they were coming with their families. And apparently now his parents.

His parents hadn’t come up yet to meet Deborah. None of the family had. She knew Trent was hurt by it — it was a close-knit family. He’d suggested they’d could go to Boise, but apparently, the invitation never came. He didn’t know why. No one was talking. But how could they not want to meet Deborah Williams Dupont — the newest love of Trent’s life, and their grandbaby?

Marilee, on the other hand, had gotten used to her parents’ silence following her brother’s death, and Marilee’s decision to run the ranch rather than let the Dupont Ranch be sold to someone else. If it could even be sold. That wasn’t necessarily a given. Her dad didn’t think she could do it — PhD in agriculture or no. She’d proved she could, but she’d gotten the cold shoulder ever since. They hadn’t come up for the holidays. Hadn’t called when a wildfire had threatened the ranch — even though she knew it had to have made the news.

Her father had shown up for Thanksgiving — stayed all of three hours before he left in a huff. When she’d sent them Deborah’s birth announcement, she’d gotten a response chastising her for not getting married first. It had been quite the tirade.

Looking back to her childhood, she would have never predicted this chasm. She thought they were the “Leave It To Beaver” family of the Palouse. Mom was a nurse at the hospital in Pullman, and Dad ran the ranch. She and her brother, Max, had the best childhood anyone could ask for — and all the education a person could want. Were there problems? Sure. But nothing that predicted this.

Then Max died in a car accident — a drunk driver ran a stop sign in Pullman. He’d been 26. Her parents had turned the ranch over to him when he graduated at 22 and they’d retired to Arizona; he had been buying them out.

Her mother, in particular, had been devastated. Or so her father said — her mother hadn’t spoken to her in years. Not since the funeral. Not since the reading of the will where Max had left Marilee his 10 percent of the ranch. That bequest had allowed her to choose the ranch over her life as an up-and-coming agriculture professor and scholar — not an easy choice. She still had days when she wasn’t sure she’d made the right decision, but she had known something inside her would wither and die if she lost all ties to this land.

So she adjusted. She taught on Tuesdays and Thursdays to limit the trips to Moscow — an hour each way, more if traffic or bad weather interfered. She established the girls’ night out at Pete’s with her girlfriends. She made it work.

And then she met Trent. Trent hadn’t planned to stay in Moscow after Bethany graduated — which happened two weeks ago. That had been quite the celebration too. They’d been on a run here.

How do you make love work between a man who wouldn’t stay, and a woman who couldn’t go? Trent felt she was choosing the ranch — and the university — over him. If she really loved him, she’d go to Boise with him. Her pointing out that the reverse was also true — if he really loved her, he’d stay — hadn’t won her any points.

One engagement over and done. Then she discovered she was pregnant. They were both very strong-willed people. Stubborn, Marilee acknowledged.

In the end, Trent couldn’t stomach what the bank was doing to the branch in Moscow. And finally, he agreed with Jacob Blessing, one of the leaders of the German Baptist community, that he should stay and be president of a new community bank.

Marilee thought he was happy with that decision. Probably had days when he wondered, she thought, just like she did. But it had been his decision. She’d made that clear. He could choose to stay or to go.

She couldn’t. Not only couldn’t she leave this place, she was a tenured full professor, and those positions didn’t grow on trees! Trent hadn’t understood that — apparently his sister had set him straight on that one, and Jacob Blessing had weighed in on it all, and called him a fool.

So here they were, a week away from getting married. It made her happy. And if they could get through it with no family explosions, she thought they would have a long and fruitful life. She wasn’t pregnant again yet, but she was planning on bringing the subject up soon.

After Trent made a respectable woman out of her.

“What did your father have to say?” Trent asked.

“Wanted to let me know they were coming so I could prepare their rooms,” Marilee said and rolled her eyes. “They’ll be here Thursday.”

Trent glanced at her. “Their rooms?” he asked. “As in our rooms? Or just any rooms?”

Marilee paused. “Damn it,” she said. Knowing her parents.... “Well we’re not moving out of our rooms for them. I’ll open up Grandma and Grandpa’s wing. Plenty of space for them.” She nodded decisively. Trent had identified the problem — that was a powerplay. She hesitated, wondering why her father was pulling a powerplay like that.

Probably not a conscious decision, she decided. “What about your family? How many rooms are we going to need?”

Trent sighed. “Dad said he thought it would be best if they stayed at the house in Moscow,” he said. “But my siblings would like to stay out here if they can — do we have room?”

Trent had four siblings. She had met them a year ago at the July 4th barbeque out here, and had liked them all. She liked Trent’s father too. But then she generally liked people. Trent’s mother didn’t like her, however. Thought she was too... that she wasn’t soft enough, maybe? Too career-focused. And what do you mean she would choose this ranch over her beloved baby boy? That hadn’t been said to her, but she bet it had been said.

“They all bringing the kids?” Marilee asked. Trent nodded. She considered that. “Maybe put the kids up in the loft? A camp out?”

“Not a bad idea,” he agreed. “We can do that. You think Jake would be willing to ride herd on that?”

Marilee grinned. A former Marine turned playwright as their camp director? “I’m sure he’d be delighted,” she said tongue-in-cheek. Trent looked at her suspiciously. “He’ll be out later; we can ask him.”

Marilee reviewed all of the arrangements, and frowned. “Are your parents going to be willing to stay in Moscow by themselves?” she asked. “Are you sure they shouldn’t come out here?”

Trent looked like he had a headache. “I’ll ask Dad what he’s got in mind,” he promised. “Tomorrow. I’ve had all I can take today.”

Marilee raised her eyebrows at that, wondering what else his father had said. Maybe she should be glad her father had emailed.
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Chapter 2
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GAIL AND JAKE WERE the first to arrive. They looked good together, Marilee thought. Gail was tall and slim with a mass of honey brown hair — almost as tall as her husband. Jake liked that they were of a similar height, Gail had said once, amusement dancing in her eyes. It made stealing a kiss easier.

Marilee would never know what that was like — unless she was kissing someone sitting down. Jake had dark hair, dark eyes, and a circle beard that focused a woman’s attention on a very kissable mouth. He was carrying a six-pack of some microbrew and a bottle of wine. Gail had a bakery box. Dessert.

Gail’s metabolism was to die for. The woman literally ate from sunup to sundown, and stayed skinny. “Are you sure you don’t have a tapeworm?” Marilee said crossly, as she took the dessert from her.

“I don’t,” Gail assured her. “My mother actually made the doctor check when I was in high school.”

Marilee laughed at that. She looked at her friend, and giggled again. “Come in; we’re serving dinner late tonight. Surely there is something to tide you over.”

“Wine has calories,” Gail said. “We’re good.”

Angie and Mark came out as soon as he could leave the courthouse. He was still in a suit. Angie must have been working on some project, because she was dressed up too. They came bearing gifts — all the makings for white Russians, the women’s drink of choice. Chocolate milk for adults, Trent had called it, and the four women looked at him blankly. Like there was a problem with that.

Both had lost the haggard stressed looks of the last year. Angie was laughing at something Mark had said, as she got out of the car. She linked arms with him, and they walked around to the back door. Marilee watched them come with a half-smile on her face.

“What?” Angie demanded.

“You look happy,” Marilee said.

Angie smiled back. “I’m with the right man,” she agreed.

“Getting sappy on us, Angie?” Gail teased.

“You have no room to talk,” Angie said. “Look at you. You’ve got a silly grin on your face every time I see you. How was San Diego and meeting Jake’s folks? Drama on the stage, or no?”

“No drama at all,” Gail said. “We’ve lucked out on both sides of the family. Jake’s family are really nice. His mother kept telling me I was like the daughter she’d never had.” She burst out laughing at that.

Jake rolled his eyes. “I warned her,” he said. “Mom says that to my sister-in-law too. Repeatedly — every visit. Biggest controversy is Dad still thinks I should become a plumber. Good money, plenty of work. He is real skeptical of this playwright thing.”

“You can always be a kept man,” Gail told him. “I almost told your dad that, but I actually like him.”

“I might have paid good money to see his reaction,” Jake muttered. He brightened. “And Mexico was wonderful. A real honeymoon.”

“You’ll have to tell us all about it when Rebecca and Jon get here,” Marilee said, bringing them inside. “Well, maybe not all about it. Not until we get Gail drunk later tonight.”

Gail looked at Jake, and they both burst out laughing. Marilee watched them. So did Angie. “Well, well,” Angie said. “Looks like there is a good story for her to tell. Gail tells the best stories.”

Gail grinned. “Maybe not this one,” she said, still laughing.

“Rebecca and Jon coming?” Angie asked.

Marilee nodded. “They’ll be here soon,” she said. “Pour some wine, and we’ll sit on the patio until they get here.”

Rebecca and Jon were coming up from Payette. A five-hour drive, even if Rebecca was the one driving. How a woman could drive that fast and in a red Mazda, and not rack up speeding tickets was beyond her. Rebecca just grinned. “Got to know where speedtraps are likely to be,” she had explained once. “There’s one outside North Powder where the cop sits that’s been going since I started driving up here as a graduate student. Always a cop car there — it’s been what? 10 years? No 12 years. I actually slowed way down once and checked to make sure there was really a cop in the car. There was, but I think he sleeps.”

Marilee still found that story funny. Their political analyst would collect speedtrap data. Of course, she would.

They got their drinks of choice and trooped out to the patio. Bethany was cooking still, and Trent had Deborah in the carry sling. Those things were wonderful, Marilee thought, watching him. And Deborah just snuggled up to whoever had her and slept. She slept a lot — just not for long. Marilee couldn’t wait for her to sleep through the night. She looked at Trent whose eyes showed the impact of interrupted sleep. She suspected hers did too.

Jake was talking about Mexico. Gail had visited Mexico two summers ago and loved it, but Jake had lived in San Diego, where going to Mexico was a common weekend outing — especially for a young man. Marilee wondered just how many trips to Tijuana Jake had made in his lifetime, and if even he knew.

She heard a car door slam, and went around the front of the house to greet Rebecca and Jon. She was always taken aback by the size of that man. He’d played college football — and as a professor, she knew all too well of the size of those guys — and he’d stayed in shape ever since.

In very good shape.

Marilee looked at the two of them carefully. Jon was very careful of Rebecca, gently wooing her along. Part of her approved. Rebecca had horrific panic attacks, caused by a nasty breakup with Jon years ago. She didn’t think Rebecca had had one since she and Jon had teamed up to solve the problems in his campaign. Another part of her thought, he might be too careful. Rebecca liked things bluntly honest. She didn’t like to guess what someone was really thinking. 

Jon was smooth, too smooth — the product of two failed marriages, and who knew how many affairs, flings and one-night stands. She doubted Jon knew the number. But they looked good, tonight. Rebecca barely came to Jon’s shoulder — and she was a lot taller than Marilee. Marilee barely came to Trent’s shoulder too, but that was true of most people over the age of 12.

She sure was on a tear today about her height, she thought with amusement. What brought that on? Besides a 4-month-old daughter who was nearly half her height already? And she couldn’t even stand up yet!

Jon took Deborah from Trent to hold the baby for a while. As Jon said, he’d probably held and kissed more babies as a politician than the rest of them put together. But there was something so cute about the big man carefully holding a baby!

“So how are the wedding plans going?” Rebecca asked. 

Marilee tipped her head back against the chair. “Oh just swimmingly,” she said. “I’ll tell you all about it later.”

“Well, we’re both here for the week,” Rebecca said. “So put us to work.”

Marilee nodded. She’d hired Jon as a ranch hand for the summer. The guy was a good worker, even if it felt weird to have a former gubernatorial candidate working for her. A Republican gubernatorial candidate, no less. But he could ride, and never seemed to get tired. And dear God, the man was strong.

It would be a help to have Rebecca here too, she conceded. It sounded like there were going to be a bunch of rooms to get ready. And Rebecca was a preacher’s kid — and from a large family. She knew about family, reunions, and weddings. “Thanks,” she said gratefully.

“We’ll all pitch in,” Gail said. “We’ve got this, Marilee.”

“Good, because we learned today that both sets of parents are coming,” Marilee said, and got up to go check on supper. 

“Today?” Rebecca said, startled.

“Yup,” Marilee said. “One week out. And we’ve got parents incoming. Thursday for my parents.” She turned to Trent. “When are your parents coming? Did you say?”

Trent looked uncomfortable. “My siblings are coming up Thursday and Friday,” he said. “But Dad wants to bring Mom up earlier. Make a vacation of it, he said.”

Marilee felt a sinking sense of dread. “As in?” she asked, reminding herself that they were going to stay at Trent’s house in Moscow.

“As in Tuesday,” Trent replied. “But not out here,” he added hastily, probably in response to the expression on her face.

Marilee looked at him. “Soooo, you — we — will need to entertain them? They’ll be expecting that, right? Why didn’t....” She trailed off when she saw Trent’s posture — slightly hunched as if he expected blows. Later, she thought. She’d ask that question later. But why hadn’t he told her this earlier?

“Dinner’s ready,” Bethany called from the kitchen. Trent’s expression of relief was so obvious, everyone burst out laughing. Who said the banker was stoic, Marilee thought, amused in spite of her dismay.

“I’m sorry,” Trent murmured in her ear as they walked into the house together. “I was hoping I’d come up with something that would prevent them from coming so early.”

Marilee chuckled. “And did you?”

“No,” he said morosely. “I’d already suggested they might want to stop in McCall for a couple of days on the way up. And it was shot down. Dad wants explore Moscow and Pullman.”

What would they do with his parents? Especially since they would be in Moscow — an hour away. She almost wished they were coming out here, instead.

Well, no. Maybe not that.

She could believe Trent’s father wanted to explore the area. But what did his mother want to do? And who with? Want to bet Trent was supposed to entertain her? She didn’t say it. Trent loved his mother — as he should — and the family was close. She wasn’t going to be the reason it became... less close. Maybe a daughter or son would also come up early? She’d suggest that later, maybe. 

Dinner was great, and everyone praised Bethany, which would encourage the girl to continue cooking. Marilee had no problem with cooking, but it wasn’t a joy for her, and it was for Bethany. It had been for Marilee’s mother, as well. Marilee’s joy came from the horses.

“We’ve got another problem besides in-laws,” Marilee said after they’d finished the meal. “We’d hoped Jacob Blessing would perform the wedding. He’s a licensed minister, even though someone else is the pastor for the German Baptist church there.” She frowned. She wasn’t sure why he was, but he’d been licensed for a long time. “He was touched to be asked, I think, but he wanted to get the blessing of the pastor.”

“Who said he would need to pray about it,” Trent said with a roll of his eyes. Trent liked Jacob Blessing — the minister, not so much.

Marilee nodded. “So the minister finally told Jacob last week he felt performing the wedding would conflict with the church’s values. While he wanted to be neighborly, he felt that we have been living in sin, and that was a problem.” Marilee chewed on her cheek to prevent laughter from escaping. “Unless we repented of our sin, and asked forgiveness, the church shouldn’t bless the wedding.”

“So you now have two sets of in-laws you weren’t expecting, and you’re missing a minister?” Jon Whitaker asked, amused.

“Something like that,” Marilee agreed. “So Mark? Not to put you on the spot, or anything, but you’re a judge — can you perform the wedding?”

Mark snorted. “Not on the spot, at all,” he said dryly. “I’d be honored, actually. So here’s the thing. Three things have to be aligned — I can marry you in Idaho because I’m an Idaho judge. You’d need an Idaho marriage license. Is that what you have? Or is it a Washington one? Do you have one at all?”

“We’ve left things to the last minute, but not that bad,” Trent said. “But it’s a Washington license — because we were getting married in Washington, by a Washington minister. We thought.”

Mark nodded. “So, if you want me to marry you, we could do it in the courthouse in Moscow, and then come over here and celebrate the wedding — repeat the vows and everything, with none the wiser, if you want. You’d have to get an Idaho license.”

Marilee looked at Trent. He gave a slight shrug. She sighed. She would never hear the end of it if there were two ceremonies. She could just hear what her father would have to say — and he’d hear about it. The word would get out. The newspaper probably still printed a list of marriage licenses, now that she thought about it.

“I could call a judge here who I know,” Mark said. “See if he’d be willing to come out and perform the ceremony. Want me to check?”

Marilee sighed again. “I really had my heart set on having someone we know perform the wedding,” she admitted. “But I just picture our parents’ reactions to two ceremonies.”

There was a lot of sympathetic laughter. “I know, I know,” Marilee said. “I’m 35, and cringing about what would my parents say?”

“I’m 40, and picturing my mother’s expression makes me flinch,” Trent admitted ruefully.

“Never too old to not want parental approval,” Jon said. Well, he would know. Marilee smiled at him sympathetically.

“I’ll call Judge Powell right now,” Mark said. “And then we can take it from there.”

Marilee stilled. It couldn’t be the same judge, she thought. He’d died a few years back. “Judge Powell?” she asked. “First name? How old is he?”

Mark frowned at her. “James Powell? He’s probably my age — early 40s?”

“He have family here?” Marilee asked, ignoring the looks she was getting.

“Grew up here, I believe,” Mark said slowly, and she thought he might be putting the pieces together. “Do you want me to call? Or I could probably find someone else.”

“I’ll let you know in the morning,” Marilee said. She’d have to think about this. Even if James was a son, she could hardly hold his father’s rulings against him. And if he and Mark were friends, James couldn’t be a right-wing horse’s ass like the judge she’d known. If the sins of the fathers were carried down through generations, they’d all be guilty of something — and in a small town like Pullman, the gossips would all know about it too.

Angie was sitting next to her at the table, and she reached over and squeezed her hand. Marilee smiled at her briefly. “Ladies? I have something to show you,” she said. “Guys? Don’t you have a game or something to watch?”
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