
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Blocking the Bride

––––––––

Sandra Sookoo


All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including photocopying, recording or by any information retrieval and storage system without permission of the author.

Ebooks are not transferrable, either in whole or in part. As the purchaser or otherwise lawful recipient of this ebook, you have the right to enjoy the novel on your own computer or other device. Further distribution, copying, sharing, gifting or uploading is illegal and violates United States Copyright laws.

Pirating of ebooks is illegal. Criminal Copyright Infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, may be investigated by the Federal Bureau of Investigation and is punishable by up to five years in federal prison and a fine of up to $250,000.

BLOCKING THE BRIDE © 2017

by Sandra Sookoo

Published by New Independence Books

Previously published as Operation Wedding Crash © 2013

ISBN-13: 9781386124252

Contact Information:

sandrasookoo@yahoo.com

newindependencebooks@gmail.com

Visit me at www.sandrasookoo.com

Edited by: Michele Jensen

Book Cover Design by Victoria Miller

V.millerartist@gmail.com

Couple: Young elegant couple looking at each other near column | feedough © Deposit Photos

Background: Wedding card | Prikhnenko © Deposit Photos

Second Print Edition 2017



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Trademark and Copyright Acknowledgments

[image: ]




[image: image]

The author acknowledges the trademarked status and trademark owners and the copyright and copyright owners of the following wordmarks and works mentioned in this piece of fiction:

Indianapolis Pacers: National Basketball Association

This is Your Life: TIYL Productions

“I Get Knocked Down”: Chumbawumba

Indiana University: Trustees of Indiana University

PricewaterhouseCoopers: PwC Business Trust

James Bond: character by Ian Fleming

Eli Lilly: Eli Lilly and Company Corporation

CorningWare: Corning Incorporated

Jell-O: Kraft Foods Global Brands LLC

Costco: Costco Wholesale Membership, Inc.

Jack: Jack Daniel’s Properties, Inc.

Coke: The Coca-Cola Company

Miracle Max, The Princess Bride: character by William Goldman

Fifty Shades of Grey by E.L. James

America’s Next Top Model: Pottle Productions Inc.

Star Trek: CBS Studios Inc. and based on characters by Gene Roddenberry
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It’s no secret I’m a big fan of Indianapolis. I was raised in a city south of the metropolis and now live north of it, so it’s pretty easy to say I’m an Indy girl. Because of this, there are a few tourist destinations I love to visit and are not to be missed if you ever find yourself in my city.

Special thanks go out to the Indianapolis Zoo. I spend quite a bit of time here throughout the year. There’s always something new and different to see or do on every visit. Plus, the White River Gardens next door are a must do if you’re in town. You can find out more information about the Zoo on their website: http://indyzoo.com/SitePages/home.aspx

Also, I’d like to thank the J.W. Marriott hotel, located in White River State Park and within walking distance of the Zoo as well as the museum complex. In Blocking the Bride, I changed the name of the hotel to the F.G. Carnegie. However, I did leave a little touch of the J.W. in there—the horrible blue paisley rugs.

I hope this story gives you an “insider’s look” at a portion of the downtown life from Indianapolis, and if you’re in the area, I encourage you to take in the sights. 
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This book is for my dear friend Emma Lai. Her support of not only me but so many other authors out there is phenomenal. She works tirelessly at bringing a positive attitude to an industry where it’s all too easy to become jaded, disenchanted or depressed. It’s a refreshing change, and I hope one day she’ll know exactly how much she’s appreciated.

This book is also for a wonderful lady, Sandy Light. She was my very first editor when I started out in this business back in 2008. I learned a lot from her but her unwavering support and encouragement keeps me buoyed even to this day. Thanks for believing in me. 
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Busting up a wedding has never been so personally satisfying.

Nora “Can’t Say No” Lenhart’s life is way past complicated. To add stress to everything, she’s just been appointed maid of honor for the upcoming wedding of the World’s Worst Boss and her ex is the best man. Looks like she’ll need to buy stock in an antacid company as she tries to ditch the green-eyed monster of wedding envy.

Camden Webber is an FBI agent with a massive chip on his shoulder—namely not being able to forget the woman whose usual inability to say no didn’t keep her from shooting down his proposal five years before. Though he has jaded views on weddings and marriage, Cam agrees to stand at his best friend’s side. After all, train wrecks are interesting, right?

When Nora and Camden are thrown together at an engagement dinner, despite their tumultuous romantic history, they devise a plan to break up the ill-suited bride and groom. As the big day nears, emotions hit a breaking point, proving that wedding planning is more suited to a reality show and while happy endings are optional, they exist amidst the rubble, if the couple looks hard enough.
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Subject Name: Nora Lenhart

Age: 32

Eye color: brown

Hair color: auburn

Height: 5’4”

Weight: 160ish...depends on time of the month

Date of birth: April 30

Place of residence: Indianapolis, IN

Marital status: single, kinda sorta dating someone

Occupation: executive assistant to the Worst Boss Ever

Relationship to bride: lackey

Relationship to groom: distant friends through his best friend

Psychological state: champion worrier, expert on justifying bad decisions, doormat, and hopeful romantic—one day my prince will come.

Viewpoint on weddings: has secretly planned mine for years—if only mentally. 
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Chapter One
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I think a lot of people who feel as though they desperately want to be married oftentimes simply desperately want to have a wedding.

~Elizabeth Gilbert

––––––––
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August 20, ten months before the wedding

Undisclosed Medical Facility

Indianapolis, Indiana

“I think I’m going to throw up,” Nora Lenhart told the tech assistant who waited with her while she tried, without success, to drink liquid barium in preparation for an upper GI tract X-ray.

“Everyone says that, but the sooner you get it down, the quicker we can get this done and you can go home.” The assistant, with her brown hair tied back in a ponytail and green scrubs featuring flamingos, gestured with a hand. “It’s strawberry flavored. You should like it.”

Right. That’s like telling a five-year-old the green stuff on their dinner plate is spinach—it tastes like apples and you like fruit—and expecting they’ll eat it.

Nora gulped the rest of the thick, slightly pink beverage then pitched the paper cup into the trash can. The distinct aftertaste of chalk clung to her tongue. It was a hundred times worse than chewing peppermint antacids or noshing on the tablets for tummy troubles. And she was an expert on the taste of those meds, which was the reason she had the appointment today. Most likely, she had an ulcer—or two. It wouldn’t be surprising since the symptoms had started shortly after she’d begun working at the law firm three years ago.

“Great.” The assistant nodded. “Just wait here. I’ll let the technician know you’re ready. Then we’ll move you into the lab.” She scribbled something on a clipboard. “Just FYI, if the tech doesn’t have good results from the table X-rays, she’ll ask you to swallow another round of barium so she can watch it go down while you’re standing.”

“Oh goodie, but I want chocolate if that’s the case.” Nora sighed as the assistant left and closed the door behind her. She perched on one of the chairs in the initial exam room, crossing her legs as she tried to find a comfortable position. Of course, how comfortable could she possibly be while in the fabric gown, fashionably colored this season in mint green? Plus, no matter how many times she swallowed, she couldn’t ditch the nasty chalk-and-strawberry gak lingering on her tongue. With a shiver, she shot to her sock-covered feet to pace the small room. Every minute she spent in this office meant her boss, Kennedy Thayer, would dump a new file covered in sticky notes, on her desk for spite.

Nora, if you get a moment...

She never had a moment, but that didn’t stop her boss. The woman was a tyrant, no way around it. Every day that went by, Nora expected an announcement staff on Kennedy’s team was only allowed a bathroom break once a day. Knowing Kennedy, it was forthcoming, and probably would be enacted in sticky note form. The woman had a “thing” for sticky notes, like some women did with shoes. Some mornings, Nora’s computer screen was covered with them, and they all began, “Hey Nora, when you get a chance...”

With a groan, she migrated over to the sink, turned then walked toward the door. The life of an executive assistant to an ambitious attorney wasn’t glamorous. In fact, it was darn stressful. Even though Nora reported to work at seven-thirty every day, Kennedy threw a monumental hissy fit if anyone on her staff left before six in the evening. But, oh, if the boss lady wanted to knock off early, everyone should try that much harder to compensate for her absence.

The old familiar knots chewed her stomach. Maybe it was time to look for a new job. Except, when she’d done the job hunt three years ago, it had been such an ego-bruising experience, she wasn’t in a hurry to do it again.

The phone in her purse chirped, signaling an incoming text message. Nora turned to grab the bag from where it rested on the floor near her chair, but the door opened and the assistant gestured to her.

“The technician is ready. The test should only take twenty minutes.” She stood to one side of the doorway. “The lab’s at the end of the hall.”

Nora nodded. She held the backside of her gown closed as she traveled past three closed exam room doors and entered the X-ray lab. “I guess I get to lie down on the table of doom over there?” In the middle of the sterile room was a platform with a mat over it, covered with the prerequisite paper. It could have been any exam table in any doctor’s office, except it was attached to a cluster of intimidating electronic equipment.

“Lie on your right side. We’ll tilt you slightly a couple of times, have you switch sides, and then do it again with you on your back. We do this to ensure the barium has coated as much of your GI tract as possible.”

“Awesome. Kind of like a roller coaster without waiting in long lines.” But with the same insanely expensive cost. Nora climbed onto the table and assumed the requested position. She stared at the assistant as the woman joined a radiologist and the X-ray tech behind a glass wall. The doctor and tech sat at a desk with mounted monitors and other equipment that probably cost more money than Nora would ever see in her lifetime. “Fire away, folks.”

“Miss Lenhart, please don’t talk or move while we administer the tests,” the bored, female voice sailed through an intercom system. “Also, try to breathe naturally and deeply. Short, shallow breaths will only disrupt and delay the process. We’ll begin now.”

A mechanical arm with an X-ray camera came over to hover above her abdomen. Nora closed her eyes in an attempt to not focus on what was happening. Think happy thoughts. Think happy thoughts.

As the table tilted slightly downward, she swallowed hard. Why was it so difficult for her mind to linger on something nice while undergoing scary tests with equipment that had risks of giving her cancer down the line?

Okay, happy thoughts. Animals. Nope, I have none and am allergic to dogs. Work. Nope, probably what kicked off this fun-fest to begin with. Boyfriend. Double nope. I haven’t had a serious, make me weak-at-the-knees boyfriend since—

“Miss Lenhart, please roll onto your other side,” the female tech ordered.

Nora flipped to her left side. Unfortunately, her gown didn’t move with her and ended up twisted, putting her underpants on display. Thank goodness they let her wear panties. Still, her face burned. They weren’t good panties she’d wear with nicer clothes. She’d gotten dressed in a hurry this morning and put on the first pair she pulled out of the clean laundry basket—grannie panties in white with the word “Monday” printed all over the backside.

And it wasn’t even Monday.

Story of my life. Way to show off that thirty-two-year-old grace. The irreverent side of her consciousness reminded her she’d showed that same pair of tired underpants to a guy back in the day, and he’d had plenty of fun making mocking little rhymes about her weekday skivvies.

Stupid, stupid, stupid.

Thoughts of that past boyfriend sent her brain scurrying back in time, and she allowed it if only to help ignore the mechanical sounds of the table tilting and electronic beeps. Camden Webber, the guy who would never grow up, the man who never took anything seriously, the man whose only needs he bothered to attend to were his own. The guy who apparently couldn’t keep his willy in his pants once alcohol came to the party. Her stomach spasmed with painful knots. 

Stupid Cam, who had a one-night stand with Kennedy while he and she—Nora—were still dating.

Yet here I am, working for the witch and hoping someone will drop a house on her, but I broke up with him. What does that say about me?

“Miss Lenhart, please lie on your back. This portion is almost done.”

Nora followed instructions, no longer caring about the X-rays. 

Camden Webber had been more than a mere boyfriend. Nearly five years ago, they’d been pretty serious, and on a fateful night, he’d taken her to an Indianapolis Pacers game, where he proposed to her in front of an arena full of people by way of the video feed on the giant scoreboard. She’d turned him down, partially because she’d been humiliated that it had happened in front of a whole arena full of people who didn’t care, and partially because it wasn’t the romantic, heartfelt proposal she’d always dreamed about.

Plus, the day before, she’d lost her job due to the boss firing two people so that his niece could have one of the positions at a higher salary. The whole game fiasco hadn’t done anything for her confidence level or outlook. What kind of guy proposed to his girlfriend at a basketball game, especially when she wasn’t into sports or massive public attention, and right after she became unemployed?

Well, there’d been a whole lot of stupid going on during those stress-filled weeks. Two weeks following the ill-fated proposal, he’d had a one-night stand with Kennedy of all people. That had been the beginning of the end for her relationship with Cam.

Ironically, it had been through his association with Kennedy that she had found her current job. Somehow or another—or because Kennedy had been desperate and had already run through every other candidate for the position and Nora had been available—Kennedy had remembered her name from Cam and made a phone call. The rest was history.

Geez, I’m a candidate for Dr. Phil.

She pretended she could hear the drawl of the TV shrink in her mind, “So, you ditched your boyfriend after you found out about his one-night stand—among other things—but you slave for the woman he slept with? How’s that working for you?”

At the last second, she squelched the urge to shake her head, which might mess up the X-rays. Why did everything have to be so weirdly connected? Was replaying those scenes in her mind the universe’s way of ensuring she’d never forget any of her low moments?

She snorted. Like I could ever forget Cam. He might have been a first-class jerk indulging in a quest to never grow up and more suited to hanging around the students in his fourth-grade class than adults, but the man knew how to kiss. He had a way of doing a specific thing with his tongue that had made her toes curl and desperate to shed her clothing in minutes. Heat swept through her. She forced moisture into her suddenly dry throat. Thank goodness the relationship with him hadn’t worked out. A guy like that was dangerous to her peace of mind, and she didn’t have time for his Peter Pan Syndrome.

Sure, he’d cheated and broken her trust, but she could have forgiven that. Everyone deserved a second chance and the benefit of the doubt. Except he hadn’t treated his life like an adult should, didn’t make smart decisions they could’ve built a future on and had acted like time spent with her was more of a fraternity weekender than a relationship. All of that combined told her more than hours spent hashing out reasons and excuses. She had to look out for her own future, and it didn’t include him. 

No, Camden Webber wasn’t the sort of guy she wanted to see herself with in twenty years.

The assistant came into her line of vision. “Are you all right, Miss Lenhart? The tech asked you to sit up but you didn’t answer. You drifted out on us.”

“Oh, I’m okay. Sorry.” Nora struggled into a sitting position. No more thinking about Cam. That ship sailed a long time ago. “Am I done?” I’m seriously done with him.

“No. The radiologist wants you to swallow more barium so she can watch it go down. Please stand in front of that wall over there and I’ll bring you another dose.”

And, we’re back to reality. Nothing like coming back from memories to a cold exam table.

Nora padded over to the indicated white panel. Once the assistant joined her, she took yet another cup of barium from the woman. “Is this really necessary?” She sniffed the stuff. A faint hint of chocolate met her nose, and this time, the liquid was a light shade of cocoa.

“It is if you want to find out why your stomach hurts all the time.”

“Bottom’s up then.” Toasting with barium was just so wrong.

“Wait until the radiologist gives you permission. If you drink it too fast, she’ll make you do it again, and you know, too much of that stuff will give you constipation.”

“Wow, any more good news today and I’ll pass out from happiness.” She heard the sarcasm in her voice but didn’t care. A day spent at a doctor’s office wasn’t on the warm side of fun, especially if the only refreshments served were slugs of thick, chalky barium. “Tell me when to start.” She stared at the X-ray equipment opposite her position.

The assistant went behind the glass partition.

“Miss Lenhart, please begin drinking the barium. No chugging or slinging it back like you’re doing shots. Slow, easy swallows,” the radiologist said.

If only this whole thing was as fun as kicking back shots.

As soon as Nora took the first few sips, her stomach and throat muscles protested. She fought the urge to vomit by sucking in a couple of deep breaths. Once her body calmed, she resumed drinking the barium. Like the strawberry, the chocolate taste was barely there and the overwhelming flavor that hit her palate was chalk. It tasted exactly like her elementary school classrooms smelled—that dusty, sharp scent. Like how Camden smelled sometimes when she used to meet him after his class let out—

She gagged. Come on, Nora, you can do this. She suffered through a few more sips. If you don’t, they’ll just give you another cup.

While she forced herself to swallow, she let her mind dwell on the scattered state of her romantic affairs. Though she’d dumped Camden almost five years before, she’d only recently started dating again. Right now, she was kinda/sorta dating a guy named Jake, but it wasn’t anything serious, more like something to do on the nights both of them were bored, a kind of non-date to stave off the loneliness and to have someone to share a meal with—no sex involved, at least not yet.

“Okay, Miss Lenhart, you can return to the exam room and get dressed. The technician will be in shortly to give you an update.”

A sigh escaped her throat. “Thank you.” She followed the assistant out of the lab, down the hall and into the exam room where she threw away the empty barium cup.

“The technician should be in soon. It doesn’t take very long to read the standing X-rays.” The assistant closed the door, leaving Nora alone.

She’d never dressed so fast. Bra, button-down shirt, jeans and blazer fairly flew onto her body. Thank goodness it was casual Friday at the office because the loafers felt good on her feet. She wasn’t in the mood for heels.

Two minutes later, a knock sounded on the door and the technician entered. “Well, that wasn’t bad, was it?” she asked by way of a greeting.

Nora stared at her. Was the woman serious? She hadn’t had to drink sixteen ounces of the nastiest stuff the medical profession ever invented.

“Anyway,” the woman continued, clearly not caring what she thought, “from the early results, I see no indication of an ulcer. In fact, everything looks really good. No perforations or tears. Nothing to indicate why you’re having the pains.” She crossed her arms over her small chest. The hem of the white lab coat swung. “Any questions?”

“Besides being in shock?” Though her belly tightened with her confusion, she shook her head. “What’s wrong with my stomach?”

“We’ll know more once the other test results come back in a week or so, but I’d say you’re suffering from moderate to severe stress. You might want to pinpoint your triggers and start eliminating them from your life.”

“You could be right.” For this she’d have to fork out a co-payment and hope to goodness her health insurance covered the rest?

“Call your primary care doctor and schedule an appointment for a follow up so they can read you the test results in a couple of weeks. Okay?”

“Sure.”

“Well, have a great day.” The tech unfolded her arms, extended a hand and leaned toward her.

Nora shook the proffered hand. After a weak grip, the tech exited the room. When she thought she’d go find the cashier station, ominous rumbling from her stomach echoed in the exam room. She grabbed her purse and rushed from the room, took a left then barreled into the lavatory, slamming the door behind her. Barely had she wrenched the toilet lid up before she barfed the barium. It didn’t look any more appealing now than it had going down.

She tore off a wad of toilet paper and wiped her mouth. “Man, I hate puking.” Once she tossed the paper into the bowl, she flushed and washed her hands.

The jaunty chorus from “I Get Knocked Down” by Chumbawamba pealed from her purse. It was the ring tone she’d assigned to Kennedy—for obvious reasons. Nora dug in the side pocket, retrieved the smart phone and glanced at the screen. Holy crap, I’ve missed twenty-one text messages. She read her boss’s name then pressed the speaker button even as her stomach constricted again. “Hello?”

“There you are. I’ve been texting you forever,” Kennedy screeched in a nuclear-level voice.

“Remember, I had a doctor’s appointment this afternoon?” Nora pressed a hand to her stomach, hoping her insides would settle.

“I doubt there’s anything wrong with you. You never take a sick day.”

“Because you’d never give me the time off, and—”

“Anyway,” Kennedy continued. In her mind, no one existed except her. “I have news!” Another shriek shot over the line. “I got engaged at lunch. Isn’t that exciting?”

What the heck? Nora forgot about the state of her stomach as her brain reeled with shock. “Engaged? I didn’t know the guy you were dating was serious.”

“Silly, of course he is. We’ve been dating for a year or so. Well, you know him. He’s best friends with that awful Camden Webber.”

“Ohmygod. You’ve been dating Owen Cushing all this time?” How could she not have known that?

“Of course. Where have you been?” Annoyance hung heavy in Kennedy’s voice.

“Working, I guess.” Cleaning up your messes, making your lawyer butt look good, helping get you in prime position for a junior partner position... The list went on and on. Or, it could be she’d blocked out anyone and everything that had remotely reminded her of Camden, and that included his best friend, who’d been just as big a player back then as Cam had.

“Really, Nora, you need to yank your nose out of your books and start paying attention to the stuff around you. Life will pass you by if you keep being so self-involved.”

Oh, the irony. Life’s already passing me by, and I certainly don’t have time for reading anymore. Kennedy was six months younger than her and well ahead in every aspect of life: looks, financial stability, career and now marital status.

Kennedy’s chuckle grated on her nerves. “Since you’ve ignored my texts, I called so you could put the date on your calendar. June fifteenth. It’ll probably be a big to-do in one of the new hotels going up downtown.”

“Sounds good, but can we talk about this later? I still need to—”

“Oh, and there’s one more big thing,” her boss rushed on as if she were talking to herself, “I want you to be my maid of honor. Will you do that for me, Nora, Nora, I adore ya?”

She gritted her teeth at the stupid nickname Kennedy always used when she wanted to wheedle her own way. “You want me to be your maid of honor? Why? We’re not even that good of friends. It’s not like we hang out personally or socially.” To date this was the dumbest idea Kennedy had come up with.

“Oh please. You know I like you.”

Right, you liked me so much you slept with my boyfriend? Thick silence replaced the conversation. Nora checked the phone’s display screen in case the call had dropped accidentally. If she’s fishing for a compliment, she needs to use bigger bait.

Finally, Kennedy spoke again. “Well, you’re the best fit. Will you do it? Will you be my MOH? You’re always so efficient, and I know you’ll be able to organize all the wedding stuff I won’t have time to do with my full trial schedule.”

A MOH? Nora rubbed her forehead between her eyebrows. Of course, more work from Kennedy. Sounds like the perfect stress reliever—not. She sighed. “I don’t know.”

Yet the prospect of being a maid of honor to someone was huge. No one had ever asked that of her before. She’d get to help plan a wedding, which was something she’d dreamed of since she was ten. A warm wave of happiness whooshed through her. And, she could add all the little touches she’d always dreamed about, read in the bridal magazines or seen online. It would be the picture-perfect wedding!

But, she forced herself to tamp the joy rising in her chest. “What about your sister?” She didn’t want to get her hopes up if they wouldn’t amount to anything.

“Absolutely not. She’s a bitch and has never taken an interest in my life.”

Because we all know the world will end when Kennedy finds out she’s not the center of it.

“Please, Nora? You don’t know how stressful this is for me. I really don’t have time in my schedule to plan a whole wedding, and without you to talk me down from a ledge I don’t know what I’m going to do.”

Crap. Kennedy had used her little girl voice. Once that breathy, cajoling, helpless inflection came out, she was toast. Hello doormat, you’ve got nothing on me. “Fine. I’ll do it, but if you find someone else better qualified, I’m bowing out.” Probably.

“Great!” Kennedy was all business again. “Also, I want you to vet some wedding venues around town. I simply won’t have the time.”

“Me? What about your parents?”

“Oh please. They’re in Aruba right now and won’t return stateside until the spring. It’ll be too late by then. This is your baby.”

“Um, what about my day job?” Sure, I don’t need sleep, right?

“You’ll work it out. You always do. Shove some of your work on the interns and I’ll let you use a couple days a week for wedding stuff.”

“I don’t really think you can do that.” No way would she lose her job because Kennedy wanted to fiddle with billing hours.

“Whatever. We’ll work it out.” The sound of papers shuffling filled the line. “Listen, I need to go, but one last thing. Camden—the bastard—will be Owen’s best man, so sometime in the future, you two will need to get together and work out dates and details for various things. I refuse to talk to him. I’m counting on you.”

Then the line went dead and a dial tone crackled from the phone.

Nora disconnected. As she slid the device into her purse, she frowned. Why did Kennedy have such a marked hatred of Cam?

Whatever. It’s not as if she cared anymore. Kennedy’s wedding wasn’t exactly the thing of joy Nora wanted to deal with at the moment. Her stomach rumbled an ominous warning. Plus, the prospect of having to see Camden in a few months had her hugging the toilet bowl again. As she threw up for the second time in ten minutes, she squeezed her eyes shut. How did a woman ditch her biggest stress trigger when that person was her boss and now a bride-to-be?

In between bouts of gagging, she giggled. Planning the wedding of her—my—dreams. That’s the only way she would be able to get through the next several months.

FBI Intel File #1765994
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Name: Camden Webber

Age: 34

Eye color: blue-gray

Hair color: blond

Height: 5’10”

Weight: 160

Date of birth: March 1st

Place of residence: Santa Barbara, CA

Marital status: firmly single and definitely not looking

Occupation: FBI Special Agent, Los Angeles office

Relationship to bride: had a one-night stand with her five years ago.

Relationship to groom: best friends for years

Psychological state: focused and on a mission

Viewpoint on weddings: they’re for saps and insecure people with co-dependency issues
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Chapter Two
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An invitation to a wedding invokes more trouble than a summons to a police court.

~William Feather

––––––––
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End of August, ten months before the wedding

Cam’s House

Santa Barbara, California

Cool water crept up Camden Webber’s naked chest as he slid into the kidney bean-shaped pool. 

He uttered a contented sigh and stretched his arms out along the cement lip, his fingers brushing the condensation on the side of his beer bottle as the four-foot water level gently slapped his torso. “Oh, yeah.”

The California sun washed through his tropical-themed backyard and glinted off the pool water. In the distance, waves from the Pacific Ocean crashed against the shore in a calming rhythm. This was the life he’d always wanted. This was how he spent his free time when he wasn’t working long hours with the FBI. Nothing like making a decent income from a job he loved—and living in a place where it would never snow. It was a long way from his former life in Indiana.

“Sounds like you deserve this vacation, man.”

He shot a glance to his best friend since middle school, Owen Cushing, as the man eased his six-foot frame into the water directly across the pool. Five feet of space separated them at the small “end” of the kidney bean. “You have no idea. The day job is kicking my ass.” He was glad Owen had flown out to California to spend the week hanging and chilling. It’d been way too long since he had a touch of home, and had been even longer since he’d hung out with his friend—a good year or so. Phone conversations and email exchanges just weren’t the same.

“I’ll bet. It’s been a while since you’ve come back home for a visit.”

“What can I say? I love my job, plus too many bad memories live in Indianapolis.” A twinge of pain gripped his heart. His old life, though not forgotten, needed to remain behind him. He didn’t need the constant reminder, which was the big reason he’d completely changed and uprooted his life.

“I understand that. Maybe you should go back to teaching. What was it—third grade? Fourth?” Owen ducked beneath the water, surfaced then slicked back his black hair.

“Fourth.” Camden took a deep swig from his beer bottle before resting it on the cement. “Damn, it seems like forever since I did that gig.”

“Well, no one blames you for leaving. You had every right.” Owen scratched his fingers over his chest. “Hell, I can’t believe you didn’t end up an alcoholic or in a counselor’s office.”

“Who says I didn’t?” Camden pushed his dark sunglasses farther up the bridge of his nose. “After I got out of the hospital and did the rehab thing, I had a meltdown. I did the whole anger scene.”

No one understood why he’d been upset. The school he’d worked for had been at the mercy of a mentally disturbed teenager for Christ’s sake. Sure, taking a couple bullets was a serious thing but doing it while protecting a kid... that some nutjob would even want to target a kid? It got into a man’s mind, letting demons run rampant.

“Then the depression set in. The school system set me up with a psychiatrist but it wasn’t helpful. I didn’t like talking about that crap to a stranger.” Even six months later, when the shrink had deemed him fit to return to teaching, he didn’t like doing it. But, since insurance only covered so much before it ran out, and there was the pressure to get back to work, he’d gotten off the hook. No more shrinks.

The rage that had seethed within him wouldn’t go away; the helpless feelings clung to him. He’d needed an outlet to work through everything in his own way and teaching hadn’t been it. Not to mention, he refused to let his students see him as a weak, ineffective man who’d been downed by two damn bullets. What the hell kind of hero was that?

It had been the catalyst for change. No longer was he the guy who wouldn’t commit, the guy who lived for fun and entertainment every waking hour, the guy who couldn’t take life seriously. After coming through that trauma, he hadn’t wanted to return to the guy he used to be.

His life had evened out, but he still didn’t enjoy talking about that time in his past. Yeah, he thought about that one afternoon of terror when he’d shielded students from a gunman’s bullets, but those events wouldn’t change—only he could.

Realizing Owen had remained quiet, Cam sighed. “If you’re trying to get me to open up about it, think again. I’ve made my peace and am doing my part to find SOBs like that before they can do harm. You need to accept this.” It was his way of giving back to society as well as helping him work through the lingering issues.

“Back off, man. Just making conversation.” Owen held up his free hand, palm outward. “The FBI had been good for you.”

“What do you mean?”

His friend lifted his bottle in salute. “You used to be the ego. All about you, all the time, with a few practical jokes thrown in. Now, you’re—”

“Boring, staid, wary?” Camden didn’t care what the opinion of him was. He wasn’t that guy anymore. No longer did he want the attention or to please everyone. Taking criminals off the streets was his gig.

Period.

Maybe the job best suited his restless nature. Sure, he’d initially gone to college to get a teaching degree, but when that wasn’t as challenging as he would have liked, he went on to do another B.S. in mathematics from Indiana University. Actually, from IUPUI in Indianapolis. He even went on to score the prestigious Barry M. Goldwater Scholarship, which he then used to bag a highly-coveted internship with PricewaterhouseCoopers. Once completed, he’d been on the verge of taking a job with them but had backtracked into teaching because it was the easy route and he didn’t want to work that hard for a career he didn’t know if he’d be suited for or that would take up too much of his time.

He flicked a glance to his friend. “I guess I don’t have the fun-guy drive anymore, right?”

“No, I was gonna say freakin’ awesome.” Owen drained his bottle and set it down. The faint ring of the glass against the cement added to the relaxed atmosphere. “Remember when we used to pretend we were international spies? Being in the FBI is almost as cool.”

“Get off it.” Still, a grin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “I’m nowhere near James Bond status, and besides, wrong organization.” But he had gone on some impressive cases, most of which were still deemed classified. Besides, no one would believe him if he’d told those stories anyway.

“It doesn’t matter. Dude, we’re from Indiana. You being a Special Agent and living the dream in California makes you a super hero.”

Camden rolled his eyes even though his friend couldn’t see behind the special-ordered dark shades. “Like being a chemist at Eli Lilly is anything to crap on.” While he’d scored his teaching position, Owen had gone on to snag a master’s degree, which had brought him to the drug manufacturer’s doorstep.

“It pays the bills.” Owen assumed a position much like Camden’s. “Ever think about marriage, I mean, now that the whole Nora incident is buried in your past?”

Oh wow. Cam’s heart did a weird stutter. He hadn’t thought about Nora Lenhart for a few months. Just shy of five years ago, she’d broken his heart and bruised his ego by turning down his proposal. Granted, he’d kind of sprung it on her in a very public way at a basketball game during halftime, but still, she could have hammed it up for the cameras then told him privately she wouldn’t marry him. “No, can’t say as if I’ll ever do that whole thing again. Being shot down once was enough.”

Maybe his heart hadn’t recovered like it should have. Just something else to work on.

“You were what, twenty-nine? And even you have to admit you were a bastard back then. There’s still time if you decide to go that route.”

“What, marriage or trying to pursue Nora?”

Owen shrugged. “Marriage. I think you’ve probably burned your bridges with her.”

That’s putting it mildly. “Yeah, I was hopped up on ego and hormones and stupid dreams. She was right to turn me down.” His friend didn’t need to know it had taken him a while to get over Nora—if he even was. The faint twinge in his heart begged to differ. He tipped his bottle and sucked down the rest of his beer. One thing he appreciated about Owen was that the man didn’t bring up the past without good reason. Whenever they talked on the phone, the conversation revolved around sports, food or movies. Camden didn’t ask about his sex life and he didn’t give away any hints about his. Not that there was anything to talk about let alone brag over. Time to lighten the mood. “You’re awfully nervous, Owen. You trying to get up the nerve to ask me to marry you?”

A grin stretched Owen’s face. The wiry chemist looked supremely pleased with himself. “That’d be a little tricky since my fiancée would probably get mad.” 

“What?” What kind of drama was this? Cam straightened his spine. “Please don’t tell me you asked Kennedy to marry you.” That would be the worst thing to happen to the guy. The woman would chew him up and spit him out. For a female, she had way too much testosterone.

“I did. Just last week. Popped the question at that café she likes, you know the one on Monument Circle with the chocolates?”

“Nice.” Leave it to Owen to make his proposal understated, low key and romantic as hell. Much different than a botched question on a jumbo-tron. At least he hadn’t made the mistake of doing it in front of half the city. “I guess if you want to end your life by getting hitched, I’ll have to wish you well.” He pushed off the wall, held out his hand and shook his friend’s. “Congrats.”

“Thanks. It’s a good move for me.”

“Some guys just need to be married.” Camden shrugged. “I’ve gotta tell you, man, she’s a bitch, and she’ll make your life a living hell if she hasn’t already. You might even be going into it knowing you’re the ‘starter husband’ because she’s a social climber.”

He’d never pried into Owen’s relationships. Partially because he didn’t care and partially, knowing life had gone on around him after his future plans had collapsed left him cold at times. That had been one of the reasons he’d left Indianapolis after passing the FBI exams and tests. Scoring high on the psych tests had, if nothing else, reinforced to him that he had his crap together after everything that had happened. It was time to move forward. He’d wanted a fresh start away from everything that reminded him of loss. The move had come at the right time.

“Here we go.” Owen hit the water with a fist and sent water spraying onto him. “Just because you slept with Kennedy one time doesn’t mean you know her.”

“Don’t remind me.” God, how many times had he wished he could forget that incident? It had been two days after he’d asked Nora to marry him, and they’d all gone out bar hopping one night for kicks and to blow off steam. He’d wanted to forget Nora’s rejection, but their still-dating status had bugged him. He’d gone over his self-allotted amount of booze, and by the end of the evening, he’d been tanked. Too drunk to drive, he’d asked Owen to take Nora home. Kennedy had stuck around for one last shot with him. The next thing he’d known, she’d taken him back to her place and seduced him into bed. His brain had been too fuzzy to listen to common sense and his body had been way past primed. Once the quick bout of sex was over, she’d kicked him out and left him to his guilt.

Of course, being pissed at Nora for turning him down had been a huge motivator for falling into bed with the completely wrong woman. Part of him had wanted to regain his masculinity. Too bad it was the biggest mistake of his life. After that, he’d vowed never to drink that much again. Booze had done him no favors, yet he hadn’t cut way back on it until the day he’d made the decision to join the feds.

Still, cutting out the alcohol didn’t erase the deed. It had been unconscionable of him and nothing could ever redeem him in Nora’s eyes. Even if he might wish it.
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