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CHAPTER ONE

 


Five months ago.

 


The café was suddenly even colder than usual
for a January.

I stared at the woman across from me. I
could hear her words, but for the life of me, I could not
comprehend them.

Her bright blue eyes were wide with
apprehension. "Tessa, what do you think?"

What do I think? What do I think?!
I think you're insane.

"I mean, I know we aren't close, but in
reality, I mean, we are. We're friends, right?"

I gave her the slowest, most hesitant nod in
the history of nodding, my mind screaming, "No!"

"Will you do it? Will you be one of my
bridesmaids?" Jessie grinned, her teeth startling white compared to
her blood red lipstick. The lip shade though was, of course,
perfectly matched to the red blouse she was wearing. "This will be
my first actual fancy wedding, you know? I want to have a couple
bridesmaids. I promise the dresses won't be horrible."

"Me?" I finally squeaked out.

"Yes!" Jessie grinned. "In fact, I want you
to be my maid of honor!"

I think all that bleach applied to her
noggin over the years had finally addled her brain.

Jessie St. John-Johnson-Gonzalez-Harris
lifted a hand to amend her words. "Unofficially. My girls are my
maids of honor, but they need to have an adult they know and trust
to help them with all the work. And I know you are so good at
organizing."

"What about Becky? Aren't you closer to
her?"

Jessie gave a shake of her head. "She's in
charge of hair and makeup. But she will be a bridesmaid."

Oh, it just got better and better.

"And before you say Freddie, Joe doesn't
think that would be appropriate. Plus, she'll be filling in for him
while we're on our honeymoon since she's his top sheriff's deputy."
She sighed. "Look, I know it's… awkward, with the… history. But I
think it would be really good for the girls to see women supporting
other women, especially in our… situation."

Well, she knew exactly the button to push.
Of course I wanted to be a good example for her girls. I had spent
a little time with her twin girls, now high school sophomores,
answering questions about the military for them.

But the "situation" she was referring to was
cringeworthy, to say the least.

Jessie's smile faded as she stared at my
face. I could only imagine what my expression was saying.

"Of course, Jessie." I smiled, though my
face felt tight like when a mud mask dries. "I'd be honored to be
your bridesmaid."

"Unofficial maid of honor," she
corrected. She stood and held out her arms, wiggling her fingers.
"Hugs!"

Um… okay. This was new.

I stood and attempted to return her hug as
she jumped up and down in my arms. I was always amazed at her
skills in stiletto heels. "So exciting!"

We detangled from the hug—easier said than
done since her diamond ring got caught up in my chestnut braid—and
she flounced away. I slumped back into my chair and watched her
swish across Main Street and back to her reception desk in her
soon-to-be brother-in-law's law office.

 


* * *

 


I lay in the dirt of our vegetable garden,
staring at the brilliant blue of the June sky. It was the same blue
as Jessie's eyes. I had been weeding the rows of freshly sprouted
veggies when the warm dirt made me feel sleepy, so I lay down with
my knee pad under my head.

A hen popped into my line of sight, her
little chicken noggin tipped to the side. She made a curious sound,
and two other hens joined her in investigating me. One started
pecking at the button on my open flannel.

"Nug?" Aunt Edna's voice floated across the
yard, using her nickname for me, a combo of lug nut. "What
on earth?" I could hear the sound of her jeans rubbing as she
hurried over, the hens scattering. She stood over me, looking down
with a tipped head too, making me smile.

"Hey, Aunt Edna. You look like a
chicken."

Aunt Edna tsked and self-consciously
patted her gray pixie cut. "Did you fall down?"

"No."

"Did you throw out your back?"

"No, just enjoying the sunshine."

"For goodness' sake," Aunt Edna fussed. "Get
up. You near gave me a heart attack, lying out here like this! I
looked out and all I could see were your feet!"

I rolled to my side and pushed myself to a
sit. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to scare you."

"You still moping about the wedding? It's in
a week for goodness' sake." Aunt Edna bent to pick up my hoe, which
had been abandoned next to me. "If you didn't want to go or be a
bridesmaid, there's nothing saying you had to. You should have said
no."

I closed my eyes briefly. "Yeah, I probably
should have. But I was worried about keeping the peace." I went to
my knees then stood, slowly straightening to an upright stand, my
joints complaining. At forty-six, with a career of being rough on
my body under my belt, I really was too old to be lying on the
ground. "And I wanted to be a good example for her girls."

"Yes, she made her twins her maids of
honor." Aunt Edna sighed. "Well, she doesn't have much family left
and not a lot of girlfriends. I'm a little surprised she asked you,
too, but not as shocked as you."

"Yeah, well, there's a reason she doesn't
have a lot of girlfriends."

Jessie St. John was known as Jailbait Jessie
when we were still underaged girls at New Oslo High, due to her
popularity with the older college boys. And there were a lot of
college boys in the nearby towns of Moscow and Pullman, so she had
her grabby hands full.

"She never had a chance, really, with her
given name being Jezebel." Aunt Edna tsked again. "It always
made me wonder what her mother was thinking. Why would you name
your child that?"

"Maybe her mother didn't know," I said,
accepting the offered hoe.

"Certainly possible. I think perhaps she was
called that a time or two by her own mother and thought it a lovely
name." Aunt Edna clucked her tongue. "Jessie comes from a long line
of what my mom would call 'pieces of work.'"

After living her early life as Jezebel St.
John, Jessie became a Mrs. Johnson right out of high school. Then a
few years later, Mrs. Gonzales. And then lastly, Mrs. Harris, which
is also when she became a mother. And now, after his New Year's Eve
proposal, my former high school boyfriend would make her a Mrs.
Eriksson.

"Jessie's been married three times already,
and none of them stuck. What makes this one any different?" I asked
Aunt Edna, even though I knew the answer to that question.

Joe. Joe Eriksson is what made it
different.

"Your problem isn't with Jessie. It's with
who she's marrying," Aunt Edna said firmly, linking her arm through
mine and steering me toward the farmhouse we shared. "But doing
this for her is a great way to show her and Joe that you support
them."

"But do I?" Saying it out loud made me
cringe in shame. "When I think about their wedding, I always break
out in a sweat. What happens when the officiant says the line about
if there's anyone who objects to this union…"

Joe was my high school boyfriend, my first
love, and a big part of why I didn't come back to my little town to
visit much during my twenty-four years in the U.S. Army. He had
abruptly broken it off when I enlisted after high school, furious I
made plans independent of his own. After a few years as an enlisted
soldier, I got my college degree and was commissioned as an
officer. It was only after I retired and came home to visit that we
finally were face-to-face again.

And it was weird. Weird and awkward.

"Tessa Jane Treslow!" Aunt Edna growled at
me. "You plaster on a smile and keep your trap shut." She gave me a
good and effective stink eye. "You were about to be married too,
you know, and you're dating a wonderful man now. While you were out
there, living your life, so was Joe. And you cannot fault him for
it."

"I know. I know. Can we talk about something
else now?" I put us into motion again, as if I could leave my
embarrassing thoughts with the corn sprouts behind me.

Of course, I knew lives went on. Not unlike
me with Nick Hunt a few years after the devastating death of my own
fiancé, Danny, in Iraq. After our breakup, Joe married and had a
son with a woman in Boise, became a police officer, then returned
home to New Oslo after his divorce. And now, he was the
twice-elected county sheriff. And shortly after my arrival home, I
learned he was dating Jessie St. John.

"Yes, we will move on," said Aunt Edna.
"We've got to get to town anyway. You've got your last Bridesmaid
Squad meeting, remember?"

I remembered. And I was ready to drop the
subject and the feelings that accompanied it and just get down to
work.

It would be an exaggeration to call Jessie
my nemesis. She was a couple years ahead of me—of both of us—and we
had never competed for a man, but in a way, she was every girls'
nemesis. If she wanted your man, she got him.

And now Joe Eriksson was the man she
wanted.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Aunt Edna and I hopped into our work truck,
with its BOSS—Band of Sisters Services: Call the Shecanics
business logo on the door, and headed to town. Tooling through the
rolling hills, I admired the vibrant green of the summer
fields.

"Look, that canola's coming early." Aunt
Edna pointed to a field on our right. Also known as rapeseed, in
two weeks or so, the field would be in bloom, its vibrant yellow
creating an eye-catching contrast to the green. It was one of my
favorite summertime sights on the Palouse.

Another favorite was the wildflowers that
had sprung up along the roads. Somehow, bright red and orange
poppies were bending in the breeze along the roadside. My mother
had wonderful luck with all kinds of perennial poppies in the
flower beds at their place, while Aunt Edna always had a way with
irises. How these wild ones got here was a mystery.

Our first stop in New Oslo was at Sherwood's
Hardware store, to grab some supplies from the proprietor and
friend, Jeff Eriksson, Joe's younger brother. I coasted to a stop
at the curb in front of the store and stepped out into the
sunshine. As I headed to the sidewalk, I glanced to my right down
Main Street.

A lot had changed in the last few months. In
the aftermath of the fiery destruction last December, some new
businesses were sprouting up, not unlike the crops we had passed on
our way in.

Near the end of the business section of the
street, the logging company had quickly rebuilt their office—not
really a surprise since they did deal in lumber after all.

Next to them, Becky's Good Hair Salon had
the added words "and Spa" to the sign, but other than that and the
new plate glass window, it was the same. The yoga studio, A Piece
of Quiet, also got away without much damage, with a new window and
a good sanding of their wide-planked wood floor making it look like
nothing had happened.

The last two storefronts on the block were a
completely different story. A good news/maybe bad news variety.

The unknown aspect was the former cheese
shop and café. Owned by the Olafsons, they had taken it as a sign
that they needed to refocus on their dairy farm. They had sold the
space and were planning to open a small café out on their farmland.
What we didn't know was who had bought the space and what they had
planned to do with it, which made a lot of the old timers
nervous.

The other destroyed space was June Lee's
Book Nook on the corner. It remained boarded up after it was
destroyed six months ago. That part was definitely the bad
news.

The bearer of the good news presented
herself in front of us.

"Hi, Tessa, hi, Edna!" Petite June Lee
smiled up at us as she exited the hardware store. "Thanks for
coming by to help."

"Of course, we are happy to help out." Aunt
Edna hugged her tight.

"I'll grab what we need from Jeff and be
over in a minute," I said, turning to look at the new,
honest-to-goodness, real library we now had in our town, or would
in the next few weeks. Aunt Edna and I were volunteering, along
with a multitude of other people, to help June set up the old bank
building the county had purchased into a library. Apparently, her
mega-sized version of a Little Free Library had been a total secret
to her library bosses, and they were shocked to hear there was
enough readership in our small town for a "real" library. But even
with their support, funds were tight, so we were helping build some
of the shelves and organize the books.

As the two headed across the street to the
old bank building, I went into Sherwood's Hardware. I was greeted
by Jeff Eriksson, who stood behind the counter, cradling a cup of
coffee.

He lifted his mug. "Want one?"

"Sure." Who could say no to a mug of free
coffee with nails and screws painted on the bottom? Besides, Jeff's
coffee was much better than old Mr. Sherwood's. I loved the man, we
all did, but his coffee was on par with Army coffee. Maybe even
thicker.

I followed Jeff to the small break room, and
after getting my coffee, we sat at the small breakroom table.

"How's it going?" I asked him.

Out of the five brothers, Jeff was the one
that looked the most like his older brother, Joe. While Joe was
fair, Jeff had a brown beard and hair, and with his constant
flannel, he looked more than a little like Paul Bunyan.

His green eyes lit up. "Want to see the
pergola?"

"Oh, absolutely!"

Jeff whipped out his phone and pulled up a
photo album. He set his phone on the table and slid it over.

On the screen were images of his creation
for his brother and soon-to-be sister-in-law, intended to be the
platform for their nuptials. Calling it a "pergola" was an
understatement. With a slightly raised platform (so Jessie could
wear her heels without getting stuck in the grass) and elaborate
arched roof (to keep the sun off of Jessie's fair skin), it
resembled more of a small gazebo. Or maybe a carport for a really
small car.

I hid my smile at that last thought.

"It's beautiful, Jeff. I had no idea you
were so skilled at carving." I enlarged the photo to zoom in on the
wooden ivy vines.

"At least they weren't worried about roses,"
he said, shaking his head. "That would have been much more
difficult."

I laughed and pushed his phone back to him.
"True. How big is it?"

He flipped through a few more photos and
showed me one of Flora Forde, his girlfriend, standing inside of
it.

"Oh, wow! That's pretty big!"

"Yes, after the wedding they want to put it
in their backyard with a picnic table in it." He gazed at the photo
with a small smile, and I wondered if he was focused on his
handiwork or his lady love. "It's sturdy too. We'll be using a
flatbed truck to move it to the site."

"I bet." I nodded before sipping from my
cooling mug. "It's really great, Jeff. You should be proud."

Jeff nodded as he slipped his phone into the
top pocket of his flannel shirt. "I am, thanks. You should be
too."

I held back a little sigh, assuming he was
telling me I was being strong for helping Jessie with the wedding.
But then he continued.

"Helping June with shelves even though you
have work of your own to be doing? That's really nice."

I shot him a relieved smile. "I'm happy to.
We both are. But that does remind me why I needed to stop in! More
nails!"

We went back out to the front counter where
he weighed out a paper bag of nails for me. While he was doing
that, I found the display of work gloves and pulled off a value
pack of multipurpose work gloves. We needed some for the garden,
and one of the other volunteers had gotten a splinter while sanding
shelves yesterday.

After paying for my purchases, I walked out
the front door, pausing to turn my face, eyes closed to the sun. It
was a little warmer than I preferred, but the sun was welcome after
the long winter.

"Hey, Tessa!"

My eyes flew open, and I turned to see
Jessie standing on the sidewalk next to me.

"Hey, Jessie. What are you up to?" I asked,
purely for conversational purposes.

"Just walking," she said, looking away and
scratching her neck.

Her reaction seemed odd, but I took her at
her word. "Okay. Well, it's a good day for it. Enjoy."

"See you at one at High Octane, right?" she
asked.

"Of course. I'll be working at the library
until then."

"Cool." Jessie nodded. "Okay, see you then."
She turned and continued down the sidewalk to the law office with
long confident strides.

In stilettos.

Why was she wearing her heels to "go for a
walk"? She usually had sneakers under her desk for that
purpose.

I shrugged and returned to the truck. Once I
was behind the wheel, I watched as a car behind me pulled away from
the curb. As it passed me, I peered inside to see Susan Eriksson,
George's wife, drive past. George was Jessie's boss, so perhaps she
had been visiting her husband and parking a block away. Or had the
two impending sisters-in-law been together?

I shrugged it off and checked both ways
before making a U-turn and parking next to the old bank. I gave
Lindsey Bimbeau, standing at a table on the patio of the High
Octane Café, a wave before pulling open the bank door.

Inside, the air conditioning welcomed me
with a blast of frigid air. Nice.

To my right, in the former bank lobby, Flora
stood in front of a stark white wall with a pencil tucked behind
her ear, contemplating.

"Hey, Flora, how's it shaping up?" I asked.
As I approached, the pencil sketch lines on the wall became more
apparent. "Looks pretty cool to me!"

Flora held out her plan on a piece of ragged
paper. It showed a tree with a wooden swing holding a line of
books, wildflowers, butterflies, birds, and clouds. "This is what
I'm planning. Do the dimensions look about right?"

"Hmm." I looked back and forth between the
faint lines and the full-color drawing then pointed to a
bespectacled owl on the branch. "Yeah, I think so. Maybe the size
of the owl compared to the branch might be a little off?"

"Yeah, I need to study up on local owls.
That's just a placeholder for now." She pointed at the books on the
swing. "Do you have any recommendations for book titles? What was
your favorite book as a child or teen?"

"I'd say Little Women." I handed the
sheet back to her.

She took her pencil out from behind her ear
and scribbled that down on the back. "Good one. And a short title,
which is excellent!" She glanced up with a grin. "You'd be
surprised to hear how many people loved Anne of Green Gables
and Little House on the Prairie."

I smiled before I turned away. "Happy to
help!"

I wandered through the transforming
building, past the open door of the bank safe, and out the back
door. There, I found Aunt Edna showing June how to apply varnish to
the completed bookshelves while Abby Flower—my best friend
Freddie's daughter—sanded a newly built shelf downwind from the
varnishing station.

I dropped off a pair of gloves to Abby on my
way to a pile of donated lumber, stacked in piles for individual
shelves, and began to fit together and nail the next set. Aunt Edna
joined me a few minutes later, and together, we built three more
sets of shelves.

Abby paused to give us an exasperated look.
"Can you guys work a little slower, please?"

Aunt Edna smiled at me. "I think I'm ready
for a break anyway. I need to sit for a bit."

"Sure thing. I'll go help her." I donned eye
protection and joined Abby with sanding.

"I like using the electric sander," Abby
said. "That's fun. But having to do the corners by hand, yuk!"

"I know the corners are tough. Power tools
are fun, but I really like working with my hands," I said. "So
how's your morning been?"

"Good. I worked the morning rush at High
Octane but clocked out as soon as I could." Abby glanced over her
shoulder at the café before continuing and lowered her voice, "Noah
is driving me nuts. He's teething, and just… slimy. It's
gross."

"Ah, a fussy baby is the best form of birth
control." I grinned at her.

Abby rolled her eyes as she unfolded and
refolded her sandpaper to have fresh grit to rub on the wood. "Like
I even have a boyfriend, Aunt Tessa."

As Freddie's best friend, Abby was like a
niece to me and, ironically, had taken over for my actual niece,
Summer, who had gone home to Seattle for her college break. Abby
took her place both at the High Octane and social media posts for
the restoration side of BOSS. Abby's brother, Jacob, was
"interning" with us in the auto shop as well, though he had the
week off since I had so much to do for the wedding.

I shrugged. "Anyway. What else is going
on?"

Abby shrugged too. "Nuthin'. Just
volunteering and working." She focused on the shelf before her.
"Oh, wait, yeah!" She turned to me. "I start my orientation for U
of I on Wednesday!"

Abby had been accepted into the nearby
University of Idaho and was preparing to attend this fall.

"What all does that entail?" I asked.

"It's two days of touring, meeting with our
advisor, signing up for classes. Stuff like that. We stay overnight
in the dorms." She sat back on her heels. "Jax Eriksson is going to
the same orientation since he will be up here for the wedding this
month."

Jax was Joe's son with his ex-wife in Boise.
"Oh, cool."

"Yeah. I mean it's not like I don't know the
campus pretty well already, but it will be neat to get a tour."
Abby began sanding the shelf again. "Oh, and I meet with the golf
team. I really hope I make it, even though I'm a freshman."

"I bet you will." Freddie had been shocked
by her daughter's choice to play golf, especially in a climate
where the courses would be covered in snow for half the year, but
Abby loved it. "And I bet you'll get into the golf management
program too."

Abby beamed at me. "Thanks. I hope so."

I glanced at my watch. "Yikes. I have to go.
Thanks for your help today!"

Abby grinned at me. "Have fun with the
Bridesmaid Squad."


CHAPTER THREE

 


I sat down at a table in High Octane with my
little notebook and settled in to wait. It was quiet in the café,
so Lindsey Bimbeau, the co-owner with her husband, Sean, came to
sit with me when she delivered my usual London Fog latte, in iced
form, and a glass of ice water.

"Here for another meeting with the
Bridezilla?" She was carrying her son, Noah Elliott, who looked
like a flushed pink drool-monster at the moment. He reminded me of
Vince, my boxer dog, after a summer walk. Though Vince's saliva
ropes were maybe even more viscous.

I flapped a hand at her. "Oh stop. She's
fine." I reached for my latte and laughed. "I mean, she's the
expert here. She knows what she wants and what she needs. And I
think she's been very sweet about all this, wanting to use local
businesses. I respect that."

"It is appreciated." Lindsey sat down at the
table with me. She looked exhausted, with her blonde hair, usually
ad-worthy, pulled back in a messy bun, and a tinge of gray under
her eyes. "That reminds me. I met the first Mr. Jessie the other
day." Her eyes went wide, and she did a slow shake of her head.
"Love might be blind but also deaf in his case."

"Oh? Zane Johnson? I don't know much about
him." I took a sip of my latte. "I've seen him around a few times,
but we've never spoken." He was a tall, imposing man with an
attractive face, but the thing that caught my attention at the time
was his cold smile. While it seemed friendly enough, it gave me the
shivers from the way it didn't reach his eyes.

"I think there's a reason for that. He's not
very nice. They ran into each other here, and he was pretty nasty
to her." Lindsey glanced out the front window in the direction of
Jessie's office. "He's one of those men who thinks he's a gift to
all women. And had no issue telling her how great he is and how
she's a loser for missing out. And that Joe's a fool for marrying
her."

"Wow. Really?" I shook my head.

"Yeah. And judging by Jessie's body
language…" Lindsey's eyebrows drew down, and she lowered her voice.
"She seemed scared of him."

Now my mouth dropped open. "Really!"
Jessie, scared?

The door chimed—that old timey gas station
ding-ding—and we both jumped guiltily. But it was just
Deputy Petunia "Freddie" Frederickson, my life-long best friend,
who sauntered in, a thumb hooked in her belt.

"Ladies," she nodded to us.

"Can I get you a drink?" asked Lindsey,
getting to her feet. "Your summer regular?"

"Sure, but only if I can hold that little
dude for you," Freddie said, reaching for Noah.

"Okay, but be forewarned, he's awfully
fussy." Lindsey was visibly relieved to get a break from him. "He's
going to drool on your uniform."

Noah Elliot pulled his wet fist out of his
mouth long enough to wail halfheartedly.

Freddie patted down his little tufts of
blond hair and cooed at him. "Oh, looks like someone is teething.
Molars are miserable, aren't they?"

The baby gazed up at her with his brilliant
blue eyes.

"There is no mistaking this kid for anything
but a Bimbeau, is there?" Freddie asked. Sean and Lindsey both had
amazingly blue eyes and scads of blond hair.

Freddie finally tore her eyes from the baby
and looked at me. "What's up? Here to meet Jessie for your weekly
meeting?"

I nodded. "Only a few days to go now.
Everything seems to be in order." I patted my notebook. "Sometimes
I think she asked me to help because I'm so used to organizing and
running things."

Freddie smiled. "A career as an Army officer
will do that to a person."

I leaned toward Freddie. "Lindsey mentioned
seeing Zane Johnson around. He still lives in the area?"

Freddie shook her head. "No, thank goodness.
But he appears to be in town to visit his parents."

I tipped my head. "Why thank goodness?"

Freddie gave a quick shake of her head as
Lindsey returned to the table. She handed Noah back up to his
mother in exchange for an iced coffee in a to-go cup.

Lindsey sat again, jiggling a humming Noah.
"I know Jessie's third husband, Bo Harris, but don't think I've met
the second one. What is his deal?"

"Rick Gonzales," Freddie said. "Nice guy.
Just not the marrying kind, not that Jessie was either at that
point. Or with poor Bo."

"Yeah, Bo seems like a good guy," Lindsey
said. "He's been here with the twins. It's nice he lives close
enough to co-parent."

"I agree. Jessie said far enough to be out
of sight but close enough to be there for the girls." I took a sip
of my London Fog. Ahhh.

Conversation paused for a moment while we
admired Noah's cuteness, displayed by a series of squeals, until
Lindsey spoke up again. "I heard Jessie's hired a wedding
planner."

"What?" I stared. "No, I don't think so. The
wedding is on Saturday. What would be the point?"

Lindsey nodded. "Nope, I'm sure. Maybe
'hired' isn't quite accurate. I guess she has a friend from school
who does weddings now up in CDA, and she offered to lend a hand."
Lindsey used the acronym locals used for Coeur d'Alene, a resort
town two hours north of us. She switched Noah's position so he
could practice standing on her lap. "Shelby something?"

Freddie and I looked at each other.

My eyes went wide as I covered my mouth.
"Oh, goodness."

Lindsey frowned. "What?"

Freddie and I both shook our heads. We were
younger, so we didn't know her well, but there were stories about
Shelby and Jessie from their high school days.

"Well, good for her being a wedding
planner." Freddie glanced out the window as Jessie approached. "I
guess we'll find out in a minute if it's true."

"I don't care either way, right?" I murmured
as she walked through the door. "As long as she doesn't undo all
the stuff we've already done."

Jessie flounced over to the table and gave
Noah a little pat on the head. "Hi, everybody!"

After Jessie sat, Lindsey stood and passed
Noah to me. I stood him on my lap like she had done and watched in
revulsion as a string of drool dripped onto me.

Freddie laughed and grabbed a napkin and
wiped his face. Noah fussed, pulling away and emitting a screech
that could cause all the bald eagles in the Palouse to converge on
us.

The two mothers at the table laughed at my
reaction, and this time, Jessie popped him out of my arms and onto
her lap.

I watched her as she dropped a spoon, handle
first, into my ice water. Then she wrangled the wriggling beast
into a cradle position and carefully set the cold spoon handle
against his gums. He grabbed at her hand and gurgled his
appreciation.

Lindsey returned, setting a skim matcha
latte in front of Jessie. Sean must have seen Jessie coming. "You
guys almost set with your plans?"

"Yes!" Jessie beamed. "My friend Shelby will
be coming down for the final prep days," she gushed. "She's a
wedding planner and has so much experience! She'll know if we
forgot anything."

"I thought we were pretty much ready to go,"
I said, tapping my notebook. "What else is left?"

Jessie peered at me over Noah's writhing
figure as he stretched his chubby arms out toward his mom. "I know.
But I don't want to miss something I hadn't thought of."

"Ceremony location?" Freddie leaned forward,
propping her elbows on the table.

"Memorial Park." Jessie gestured over her
shoulder. "And the reception is across the street at the community
hall. Hollis is officiating."

It was a little bit of a surprise to learn
that Hollis, one of the town's two benchwarmers who kept an eye on
everything from their spot by the Historical Society, was qualified
to officiate a wedding. I thought it was sweet they asked him to do
it.

"Catering for a reception?" Freddie
asked.

Jessie lifted Noah and held him out to
Lindsey. "Lindsey and I finalized the menu a couple weeks ago. We
just need to make sure we don't need to do any substitutions based
on what's available."

"Flowers?" Freddie asked. "Cake?
Photos?"

"I'm doing the cake too," said Lindsey. "I
used to do them all the time at the hotel I worked at in
California."

"She does beautiful work," Jessie said. "And
the flowers are from Joe's favorite florist. Flora will be
arranging the bouquets. She's taking pictures, too."

I stalled on Joe has a favorite
florist? That detail had escaped me earlier.

"And Becky will be doing our hair and
makeup," Jessie finished.

Not gonna lie, this was perhaps the thing I
was looking forward to the least. Not Becky, but hair and
makeup.

"And your dress?" asked Freddie.

I heard her dress had all the shades of blue
that the different bridesmaid dresses were, which was
mind-boggling. I hadn't seen it yet.

"We have the final fitting tomorrow." Jessie
flushed. "Mama hates that I'm not getting married in a white
wedding dress, but I think it would be disingenuous."

"Well, fourth time's a charm, I guess!"
Freddie said.

"Oh, honey, I've only been married two
times. Mama had the first annulled. And there wasn't a wedding
anyway, only a Justice of the Peace." Jessie frowned at her. "So
it's third time's a charm!" She beamed around the table at us.

I couldn't help but smile. I got that speech
the first day we sat down to plan. As far as Jessie was concerned,
her first marriage didn't exist at all.

Of course, her first ex-husband, Zane,
probably didn't agree.

Jessie turned to me. "But don't worry.
Shelby just wants to help. I think she may be a little offended I
didn't ask her to do it in the first place, but honestly…" She
lowered her voice. "I assumed she'd be offended, thinking I was
asking for her services for free. Or, on the other hand, charge
me." She laughed. "I can't have it both ways, can I? Opposite of a
win-win."

I nodded. "I'm not a fan of people expecting
free mechanical work because we're friends."

Freddie raised an eyebrow but didn't mention
that I regularly did her vehicle maintenance gratis.

I ignored her errant eyebrow and continued,
"So I understand not wanting to ask. It's wonderful she's offered,
but she understands everything is done already, right?"

Jessie nodded. "Yes, and that I am happy
with everything we've decided on."

Freddie leaned her chin onto her palm.
"Then, not to ask the obvious, but what is she helping with?"

Jessie's lips became a straight line, and
her eyes darted to the side.

Oh.

"You didn't ask her to help," I said,
understanding immediately.

"Well, not exactly." Jessie's eyes moved to
the table in front of her. "When she got her 'save the date,' she
called me, really irritated I hadn't asked her to organize."

"Well, you are working on pretty short
notice," I said.

"Yeah, that's what I told her. She said I
was being foolish to rush it." Jessie's shoulders began to
wilt.

"You guys have been dating for four years,"
Freddie said. "It isn't a rush."

"Not compared to my other marriages, no."
Jessie raised a hand to primp her blonde hair. "Honestly, neither
of us are worried about doing a fancy wedding." She smiled, turning
her face radiant. "We just want to be married. I can't even tell
you how different this feels compared to the others. It is for real
this time."

Again, I couldn't help but wonder what Zane
Johnson, Rick Gonzales, and Bo Harris thought of that
statement.


CHAPTER FOUR

 


Since the meeting was now on hold until
Shelby showed up, I headed back to work in the library until Jessie
called me back. I didn't have to wait too long.

I also didn't have to wait long to see what
Jessie's first ex-husband thought of her new marriage.

When I walked back into the propped open
door of the High Octane Café, I immediately spotted Jessie and a
few other women at a corner table. I waved but headed to the
counter to put in my order.

Lindsey smiled at me from behind the
espresso machine. "You're never going to sleep again at this
rate!"

"I know." I glanced up at her menu,
something I didn't usually need to do. "What decaf stuff do you
have?"

"A smoothie? Fruit or protein, or a tisane
or fruit tea. Cold or hot." Lindsey had turned to look at the menu
with me, and when she turned back, her face went slack for the
barest of seconds.

I turned and looked behind me to see what
had garnered that flicker in her hospitality gene.

A tall blond man, his T-shirt straining over
his chest and biceps, stood behind me, looking down at me.

Or rather, looking down…behind me. As in, at
my behind.

Zane Johnson. The ex-husband that
wasn't.

He slowly raised his gaze to rake over my
face, and his brows arched. "Nice. Front side looks as good as the
back."

I narrowed my eyes and felt my upper lip
curl in disgust. I turned back around. "Lindsey, I'll take
whatever. When you get a chance."

Sean appeared over Lindsey's shoulder. "I'll
take care of it. Go ahead to the meeting, Lindsey."

I stalked over to the table where the other
women were waiting and saw they were all anxiously peering at the
counter. Lindsey followed me.

"Pig," I muttered, dropping into the open
seat by Jessie.

Her eyebrows drew even closer together, and
she gave me a pursed-lip smile.

At the table with Jessie was Becky Baker of
Becky's Good Hair, which to Becky, meant the same hairstyle she had
worn since high school. She probably used a half a can of Aquanet
daily to keep that helmet of blonde curls standing at attention.
Flora Forde, a yoga instructor, sat next to her. With her long,
lithe limbs, Flora looked like an ad for yoga, except today she
appeared to be a little less than Zen.

There was a fourth woman I didn't
immediately recognize. Though the process of elimination told me
this was Shelby, she looked nothing like what I remembered. Instead
of a dark-haired, heavy girl, this woman was slender with
outrageously puffed-up lips but gorgeous, loose curls in her blonde
hair. Her chest was also overstuffed, and she looked like she
followed the Dolly Parton school of design, where "it costs a lot
of money to look this cheap."

Actually, she looked a lot like Jessie.
Minus the lips.

The woman was holding a clipboard in front
of her. She looked me up and down and dismissed me with a flicker
of her thick fake (or enhanced) lashes. She turned to Jessie and
tipped her head, asking a silent question.

"Shelby, do you remember Tessa Treslow? She
is the unofficial maid of honor for the pre-wedding activities that
the girls can't do." Then Jessie turned to me. "Do you remember
Shelby? I know you were a few years behind us…"

"And she's late," Shelby said in a bored
voice dripping with heavy vocal fry. "Not promising, Jessie."

Looking back to Jessie, I apologized for
being late. "I wanted to finish the panel I was on." I raised my
hands in a shrug then saw the wood dust on my hands and arms and
quickly lowered them to wipe on my jeans.

"It's no problem," Jessie said, but her
forehead was creased. "So, our agenda."

Shelby held up a finger. "We are delaying
the dress fittings until Friday."

Mutely, Becky, Flora, and I nodded.

"No, we're not, Shelby," Jessie said
sweetly. She turned back to us. "They will be tomorrow, as
scheduled. And then I'm apparently off for a day at the fat spa,"
Jessie said in a lowered hiss, shooting Shelby a fiercely dirty
look before looking back to us. "You are all welcome to join me,
but I know it's short notice."

Shelby lifted her head to look over her
clipboard at Flora, a clear air of appreciation, complete with a
smile. Then she dropped the smile as she looked pointedly at
Becky.

Becky looked at the table. In front of her
was a scone on a plate and a latte, piled high with whipped cream
and a caramel drizzle. Both were untouched and untasted.

"It's a beauty spa, not a fat spa.
Next item." Shelby looked down her nose at the clipboard.
"Hair."

"Becky is doing all our updos the morning of
the ceremony," Jessie said firmly.

"No." Shelby didn't look up from her
clipboard. "I have a guy, he's wonderful, and very modern."

"No, Shelby, I asked Becky to do it." Jessie
spoke a little more meekly now, though she said it like she was
explaining to a child. "She's been doing my hair and nails for
years."

"Yeah, and I can tell." Shelby still didn't
look up but made a note on whatever she was hiding on that
clipboard. "Jessie. We discussed this. There's no need to embarrass
Becky by bringing it up again. Just drop it." She tapped her pen on
the clipboard and looked up. "Flowers."

"We have a place in Moscow where Joe always
gets me flowers, and Flora is going to make the arrangements. She's
very creative." Jessie shot Flora a smile. "She's—"

"No," Shelby interrupted, returning her
attention to the clipboard. "I have a guy in Coeur D'Alene. We work
with each other all the time. He's the best, and he gives me a good
rate."

"But…" Jessie's hands fluttered. "It's where
Joe…"

"I don't care about your little podunk
florist, Jessie! Or your yoga arrangements." Shelby finally looked
at Jessie. "I told you when you asked me to be your wedding planner
that I'd only do it if you trusted me." She slammed down the
clipboard. "This does not sound like trust! I am the best wedding
planner in northern Idaho. I've been voted best of Coeur d'Alene
multiple years and have done celebrity weddings! I know what I'm
doing."

"I know you do, Shelby. But this is my
wedding, and there are certain things I want. And everything is
already set up. Isn't the bride always right?" Jessie gave a
halfhearted chuckle as she wrung her hands.

"Not when it's your fourth wedding,"
Shelby shot back. "Maybe if you had me the first time, you wouldn't
be on husband number four."

"I was seventeen," Jessie whispered. "You
know that. And you were at the Justice of the Peace with me."
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