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Chapter 1
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Why was it so hard to train a cat to walk on a leash? That seemed to be the question of the day. Although, to be fair to my little feline, Mustafa, who I affectionately called Moose, he was almost thirteen and had never been outside, much less on a leash. So, I was asking a lot of him, and I knew it. But I really wanted him to be my ring bearer in my long-anticipated wedding to the most delicious of men, one Dean Manchester. 

And that meant training Moose to walk on a leash, because there was absolutely no way he would walk down the aisle under his own steam without running amok. It wasn’t a short walk, but it was completely out of the realm of possibility that he would peacefully stroll out of the house, into the backyard, and then down a runner to the gazebo, currently draped in antique string lights.

“Moose, baby, lovey, feline of my heart, I need you to walk.” I’d admit that I sounded desperate, and that was because I very much was desperate for this to go off without a hitch. No one needed to tell me it was only one day. And I’d often thought that if it was the best day of my life, then that meant I had a long way to go without being able to top it. I was anticipating many more even, better days in the years to come. But right now, I wanted it to be the very best day of my life—up to this point. 

Part of that day included my adorable, but lazy, cat unfurling himself from the ground and walking along on the leash so that he could deliver our rings to us. Isaac, Dean’s nephew, had agreed to lead the cat down the aisle, followed closely by Dean’s niece, Amelia, who would be throwing the flower petals. 

Well, not throwing. We did have to have a talk about that early on. She had thought perhaps she could chuck them at those whom she wanted to pelt with missiles. After much discussion, we got her to agree to only do that in her imagination as she gently dropped the hundreds of sunflower and peony petals on her way to the arch Dean and his brother, Caper, had added to the gazebo. 

I absolutely adored the beautiful piece they had worked so hard on. Not just for the beauty of it, but for the blood, sweat, tears—and lots of swearing—that had gone into it. The arch was made from a solid chunk of sequoia Dean had sourced from someone on the West Coast. It was carved exquisitely with books, tools, and Celtic knots. Our first names were tooled right in the middle. The guys had made the whole thing with some help from a man in town who was a master carver. 

Dean had taken months studying how to carve, almost an apprenticeship under Bob Melton, to be able to put silhouettes of both of us surrounded by all the people who meant so much to us, both living and not. It was a reflection of the oak library door that my long ago, and far away, great times seven or so, grandfather had carved when he began his life with my ancestor, Mary Margaret. 

And when we were done with it here, after we decompressed from all the hoopla, it would be moved to sit above the doorway into my two-story library inside the inn I owned. I couldn’t wait! For both the day after this wedding and to have the arch up.

It wasn’t that I wanted the wedding to be over. I just wanted the stress of the wedding to be over, as well as the planning, and the trying to fulfill certain people’s wishes, but not losing the essence of what Dean and I wanted for our big day.

I’d even hired a wedding planner to take over most of the smaller details, like getting things set up for the outdoor wedding. She’d done a pretty good job so far and had taken loads off my mind while I did my real job, managing the inn.

To be honest, though, I just wanted to be able to say, “I do,” and get it over with. The journey after that was what it was all about, not the hokey pokey this decorating thing felt like it was turning into. No wonder some people went to the Justice of the Peace over at the courthouse and then just had a big celebration afterwards.

If I could go back to last year when I said yes to Dean’s proposal to make our life together, and the handfasting we did under the full moon with our small families present, I would have totally put in my vote for a small ceremony instead of this big one. Although I probably would have been shot down right from the start because Dean wanted a big shindig. I would gladly give him anything, even this mess of a big day. Including Moose walking our rings down the aisle.

“Come on, Moose. I need you to at least kind of pretend that you’re going to do this thing.”

But the cat continued to lie on his side. If I hadn’t been able to see his chest moving, I would have perhaps thought he had left this world to go chase dust bunnies in the sky. His chest did move, though, and so did his eyes, as he stared at me, then slowly blinked and turned his head away.

“Trouble?” my beloved asked, coming up alongside me.

“Always,” I answered, rolling my eyes.

“Mustafa, we’d like you to be a part of this wedding,” Dean said. “If you’d rather not, then we can make an exception and bring in the puppy Caper just got from the animal rescue. Your choice, buddy.”

And did that get him right up and swaying his way down the exact path I had been carrying him up and down for the last three days? Yes, yes, it did.

“Jerk,” I mumbled under my breath. “Not you,” I said louder, turning to Dean.

“I knew that wasn’t directed at me, but as long as he’s doing the thing, we shouldn’t care why. Are you okay with that?”

I grumbled a bit, but ultimately agreed and then admired the casual stroll Moose was doing, crossing his legs in the front like he was on some kind of catwalk in a huge fashion show. Then I harrumphed anyway. “He should have done it because I asked him to.”

“And yet he’s doing it now. Let’s just hope he does the same on the actual day. If not, we could always try to talk Isaac into carrying the cat down the aisle, if it’s that important to you.” Dean kissed me on the forehead and then on the lips when I tipped my chin up to look into his eyes. Those gray eyes twinkled right before he closed them, and that made everything right as I sank into enjoying his lips on mine.

When he pulled back, I felt the loss, but it was probably for the best. Amelia had come tearing out of the house with the puppy Dean had mentioned, hot on her heels. The girl laughed, and the dog barked, and the cat jumped high enough to be caught in mid-air by Dean without him having to bend over.

Moose climbed farther up Dean’s chest to drape himself around Dean’s neck on his shoulders. Poor baby. Both of them. As soon as the puppy saw Dean, she started bouncing off his leg. Because she was a dachshund, she only made it above his ankle, but still.

“Oof.” He nearly bobbled Moose with the impact. Daffy Daffodil, the dachshund, might have been tiny, but she was extremely powerful with that pounce.

I couldn’t help it, I giggled.

“Roxy Gleason, soon to be Winchester, this is not a laughing matter,” he said sternly, or at least, he tried to sound stern, but he totally missed the point.

Ah, yes, I was still working on remembering that he had decided to go back to using his actual last name, instead of hiding behind the fake Manchester he’d used for years to distance himself from his family and their reputation. And yes, that did make him Dean Winchester again, for those Supernatural fans, which he still had to make peace with, but we were working on it.

“Amelia, why don’t you grab Daffy and take her for a walk?” I said. “We’re due to start the rehearsal in about an hour, and then we’ll be having dinner. Getting her out for her walk now might be your best bet.”

The girl smiled at me, and my heart felt like it was glowing right in my chest. I had never really thought about having anything more than the inn I’d dreamed of since I was five years old. As far as the future went, it had just involved hosting travelers, families, and groups, until I was too old to take care of things anymore, which would have been about sixty years from now.

But then, Dean had entered my life, bringing with him a niece and nephew I cared deeply about, a brother I adored, and a future I had never considered, but now did not want to live any other way. 

My cell phone vibrated in my pocket. I wasn’t expecting any calls, but since it was the day before the wedding, I couldn’t ignore anything right now. 

I answered as soon as I saw it was Sharon, the wedding planner I’d hired a few months ago to help me. She was new to town and had been recommended by the florist as a top-notch planner. I hoped that held true for whatever she was calling about now.

“Hey, Sharon.” I gave my best cheerful inn owner voice. 

“Roxy! You sound happy!”

Despite the exclamation points in her voice, I had a sinking feeling in my stomach. Was she also putting on the fake charm? “Just finishing up some last-minute things before we start rehearsal. You’re going to be here for that, right?”

“Sure, yes, of course. But listen, Emma over at Petal Paradise just called.” 

My heart sank into the Converse on my feet. I was expecting a delivery in thirty minutes. Please don’t let them run into a snag. Please!

“Don’t worry, we still have your flowers,” she said quickly. “They’re all ready to go, but their driver is having some car issues, and Rick is stuck out at the campground. Emma said she’s at the shop for a little bit longer. Is there any way you could pick up the flowers? I’ll get them to refund you the delivery fee. Sorry about this.”

I quietly released the breath I had been holding and smiled for real. “No problem at all. I can go now.”

“That would be awesome. Emma said she’ll wait to help Rick at the campground until you get there. If the door’s locked, though, let me know, and I can get it open for you. Sorry again for the inconvenience. Stupid cars.”

My laughter was not in any way forced, which felt wonderful. “I feel that in my soul. There’s no need to apologize or worry. I have no problem running over to the store and getting the bouquets now. On my way.”

“So appreciated! Let me know when you have them, and I’ll check them off my many lists.”

We said our goodbyes after I thanked her again and said I wished the driver well with his transportation issues, and then I turned to Dean. “I’m going to go grab the flowers. Car troubles, and Rick is stuck at the campground.” 

“Do you want me to go with you?”

I reached up to pat his cheek. “I’ve got this, but thanks. You stay here and see if you can get Moose to do his walk again, just to make sure it wasn’t a fluke.”

“Okay, be careful. I want to see you at that arch tonight and definitely tomorrow.”

“Always.” And the idea of tomorrow made my heart sparkle like the pages of the books I talked to as a bibliomancer, my talent that allowed me to ask questions and then read a passage of a book and get the answer. It didn’t always work, even now, but it worked more often than not, and I appreciated that. Plus, I’d been able to get those books to sparkle and glow more consistently over the last several months when asking questions about life stuff instead of only glowing when the answers involved murder. It was a lovely thing to do, and I’d been working with my Aunt Hellen and Uncle Vince, while they were also teaching Amelia about her talent as an aeromancer, someone who could work with the atmosphere.

But all mancy stuff had been put on hold for the next week. We had a bunch of my family here, all talented in their own ways, but they’d been asked to tamp down their powers, too, because we also had a few non-talent people who were not to know what we were able to do. Maybe that would change one day in the future, but not before the end of next week. There were discussions going on at much higher levels than me about possibly coming out of the shadows for the first time in centuries, but that was not my main focus right now, with the wedding happening tomorrow.

Tomorrow! I felt like I had waited a lifetime for tomorrow.

But today, I had to get the flowers and then get right into the rehearsal and dinner. It would be a blast and also a lot of fun. For one thing, Glennis, my lovely kitchen manager, had flipped my seating chart and was going to make my sister Mena sit next to Micah Felderman. They were currently avoiding each other, or had been trying to, but Glennis had decided to make them deal with each other at dinner. 

I hadn’t been able to get Mena to tell me what had made them step back when they had seemed to be building something together while dating over the last year. It was on my list of things to do once the wedding was over. A lot of things seem to be on the list for after the wedding was over.

Not that I didn’t want to enjoy the day, it just felt like there were so many things at stake for the big day, and I wanted to let go of the stress.

Dean caught my hand and lifted it to his mouth to kiss my knuckles, and everything faded away. He smiled and then winked at me. Of course, Moose batted at my head because he could, but even that didn’t bother me in the moment.

I just wanted to be able to say “I do” to this amazing man, and then everything else would fall into place. Or, at the least, it wouldn’t bother me, because we would be linked together forever on paper, as we already were in our hearts.

That should have felt schmaltzy to say, and yet it didn’t.

Flowers!

“Okay, I’m headed out then. I’ll be back as soon as possible, and then we do the rehearsal, then dinner, then go our separate ways one last time.”

I was sticking to the plan that Dean and I would not see each other once we went to sleep until the ceremony tomorrow. It wouldn’t be easy, as I had grown very accustomed to having him curled around me at night, with his arm over my waist, and him joking about how he often woke up with my hand covering his face. But tonight, I would sleep alone for the last time, and then we’d see each other at the altar in the gazebo.

I kissed him and then tore myself away to go get those bouquets I’d ordered for my two sisters, myself, my mother, and my Aunt Hellen. I’d asked for a waterfall of gardenias with tendrils of ivy for myself, and then the same for all the others, but with a pop of lilacs. If nothing else, my party was going to smell like a little slice of Heaven.

Jumping into my car, I checked all the mirrors and moved the seat, since Dean had recently been driving my family around, and always had to adjust the mechanics to fit his much bigger frame. I pulled out into traffic, humming to myself. We had a local guitarist coming tomorrow to sit in the back of the gazebo and play a bunch of music during the ceremony. He’d given us a concert in the dining room last week, and I could not wait to walk down the aisle to the lovely serenade he had prepared.

The flower shop was only on the other side of our small town on the Susquehanna River, so it didn’t take long to get there. That was fortunate, since I was running up against the time Emma typically flipped the sign to “Closed” on the front door, and Rick needed help at the campground.

A bell jingled above my head as I pulled the door to me, and I entered a veritable garden of blooms, succulents, and leafy green things. It always smelled amazing in here, a potpourri of scents that teased your senses, but also left you feeling mellow, as you strolled through the small shop that was busy with so many colors and kinds of flora. Every once in a while, there was a bit of fauna in here, too, if she had Taboo in the shop, a beautiful golden retriever who was one of the most patient dogs I had ever come across. Maybe he could teach Daffy a thing or two.

As I made my way to the counter, I was surprised no one had come out of the back. Sharon had said Emma knew I was due in. Maybe I had taken a few extra minutes to say goodbye to Dean, but I wasn’t that late, even with Moose being a pain. She should still be here, especially if the front door was unlocked and the sign was turned to “Open.”

I tapped the bell on the front counter and waited. And waited. I tapped it again after about thirty seconds. I wasn’t trying to be impatient, and if she had a customer in front of me or was showing someone around the shop, I certainly would have waited my turn, but I wasn’t used to not seeing her at all. 

Ringing the bell a third time, I wondered if maybe she was in the bathroom. I had heard from Aunt Hellen that Emma had been having some stomach issues lately, most likely due to a recent diagnosis. I hadn’t been told what was wrong with her, and I hadn’t asked, because that wasn’t my business. I had, however, asked Aunt Hellen if I should move my order to another florist. Not that I had wanted to, but I didn’t need to put more pressure on the woman if she was dealing with something life-threatening. But Aunt Hellen had assured me she’d be okay. Just some sickness that was being treated.

I could see the bouquets in the refrigerator behind the counter, so I should be able to grab them and skedaddle. I could let Emma know via text that I was the one who had picked them up, and I’d talk with her later. I’d already paid for them months ago when I’d first ordered them. 

After ringing the bell for the fourth time, I finally heard some movement in the back. See? Maybe she had just been in the bathroom. 

Unfortunately, no one came out yet, but I did hear Taboo barking toward the back. Without a second thought, I hustled around the counter and pushed the swinging door marked “Employees Only.” It was a maze back here, with work benches covered in vases and boxes, ribbon and cloth. Taboo barked again, and it seemed to be coming from deeper in the shop. I pushed through another door marked private and then came to a standstill.

Taboo was barking at Emma. Emma, who was slumped against the door in what had to be a walk-in cooler with all the flowers behind her that I could see through the full glass door. But for some reason, she was leaning up against the glass with her hands placed on the door like she was trying to get out. My first inclination was to yank the door open, and I tried, but it wasn’t budging. And that was when I realized her mouth was open, but there was no mist on the door in front of her to signal she was breathing. Plus, her skin had a definite blue hue to it.

This was very, very bad.
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Chapter 2
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I did my best to calm Taboo down. He had a leash on, so I wrapped it around the leg of a metal worktable and asked him to please stay so that I could check on Emma. I wouldn’t have been able to tell you if he understood my words, but he must have at least had a clue about what I meant because he sat, still straining against the leash and whining, but he did remain sitting.

There didn’t seem to be a way to open the door Emma was plastered against without having her fall out on me, so I discarded that idea as soon as I had it and just called the police. I knew enough now not to touch anything having to do with whatever had happened. And after our last murder, I had some more respect for the lead detective, Norm. He would do his best job to figure out what had happened to poor Emma. I wasn’t leaning toward murder. Most likely, it was her illness that had done her in. But I wasn’t taking chances, either.

I could hear the sirens about thirty seconds after I got on the line with Shirleen down at the precinct. 

“Take care there, Roxy,” Shirleen said. “At least it’s not another murder.”

“True, but still sad.”

“Incredibly sad. I’ll let you go so you can meet the people at the front door. Watch Taboo, he can be a runner.”

After tucking my cell phone into my back pocket, I unlooped Taboo’s leash from the metal counter leg and then did my best to coax him away from the glass door. “I promise someone is coming to see what happened, boy. I’m so sorry. I know she was your very favorite person in the world.” I picked up my pace when I saw a group of people out on the sidewalk. The door was still unlocked, so I wasn’t sure why they weren’t just coming in.

But then, when I whipped the door open, or tried to, I jerked my arm so hard I felt my shoulder wrench in its socket. Ow!

Glancing down, I couldn’t believe my eyes. The door was locked. How was the door locked? I’d walked in without any issues less than five minutes ago. I hadn’t heard anyone come in behind me, and there had been no one in the shop besides Taboo and Emma.

All of that took about a half a second in my brain as I twisted the lock open and then swung the door wide.

“This door was not locked when it closed behind me.”

Norm, the lead detective, shook his head. “Maybe the lock is broken. Let’s handle the bigger emergency first.”

Turning on my heel, I quickly led the four police officers and the two EMTs into the back of the shop. Taboo was not going to be left behind, and I hadn’t forgotten Shirleen’s warning that the dog liked to be a runner. I kept him on a tight leash with little room to wiggle as we approached the refrigerated case.

My heart broke when Taboo sat down and leaned his head against my leg, and started whining and crying softly. Poor baby. He couldn’t know what was going on, and yet he did. Of course, he did. His human was no longer of this world, leaving behind just her body. He had to feel that loss.

I stroked his head as I scratched him under his chin. “They’ll figure out what happened, promise.”

“Did you see anything unusual when you came in, Roxy?” Norm asked in a gentle but firm tone, completely unlike how he used to talk to me, which had once been full of angst and anger.

I was so happy we were on better terms than the first time we’d met over a dead body. And thankfully, he was no longer calling me Roxanne. I didn’t hate my full name, but I much preferred the nickname.

“No, I stood at the front counter for a minute or so, and then Taboo started barking back here, and I followed the noise, not sure if something had happened. I’ve heard that Emma was recently diagnosed with some sort of chronic disease that she was fighting, but I don’t know what it was, or what kind of things she was battling.”

“And you were the only one in here?” He was writing things down in his little notebook. Fortunately, I no longer felt like he was grilling me, just looking for information so he could do his best job to find out the truth.

“As far as I know. The wedding planner, Sharon, called me because they were supposed to deliver the flowers for the wedding. But the delivery driver’s car was having trouble, and Rick was stuck out at the campground. So he asked Sharon to ask me to pick the flowers up. Then Emma was going to go get him and his car.” Poor Richard. This would devastate him. He and Emma had been together for a whole lot of years. And he was still waiting for her to come help him at the campground.

Norm sent out a call to have someone go to Richard and break the news to him about what happened, and help him. Standing back, I watched Norm perform his duties with a professionalism I had not thought he was capable of over a year ago when he’d been working on the first murdered victim I’d stumbled across. It made me feel better about this whole situation and leaving it in his now capable hands. I didn’t think it was murder, but it still was weird. Especially the circumstances with the door being locked behind me made me pause. But there had been no signs of struggle, no knives sticking out of her body, or ropes around her neck. Possibly, it was a result of a series of events, including whatever illness she had recently been diagnosed with.

Whatever it was, I left as soon as Norm told me to go.

“I know you have your wedding tomorrow. Don’t worry about this. We’ve got it handled. I feel like I’m an old hand at this now. That doesn’t exactly make me happy, but it does tell me that I won’t need any assistance, especially as you have your “I do’s” to do, and there’s nothing here to investigate. You can take your flowers with you, too, and that box of chocolates that’s marked with your name. I don’t think there’s any reason they can’t be removed since this isn’t a crime scene.”

“I really appreciate that, Norm. I hope that you can get her out of the case without any problems.”

“Yeah, me, too.” He ran a hand over his thinning hair. I considered recommending that he go see Chessie over at her salon to figure out if there was a way to help him not lose even more hair, but now was not the time for that. Glancing at the clock on the wall, decorated with pressed flowers Emma herself had found on her daily walks, I flinched. We’d talked about that clock on one of my trips in here to discuss flowers for the inn. I’d considered doing one of my own with the flowers from the wedding as a kind of commemorative keepsake, but we’d never gotten around to discussing how to make it. And now, we never would. It didn’t seem right to just go out on the internet and download some how-to video.

That flinch, though, had been real. I needed to get home as soon as possible to keep on schedule. Loading my bounty into the van we used for the inn, I lowered my head and closed my eyes as the EMTs slowly wheeled Emma out on a gurney. There was no need to rush her and the proceedings, since there was no way to save her at this point. Somehow, that image seemed sadder than seeing her pressed against the glass and not breathing.

As I closed the back doors on the van, I heard a commotion behind me and turned to see Taboo lunging at the end of his leash toward the ambulance, where they were also closing the back doors. I paused and squeezed my eyes shut. Yes, I was going to do this thing that I really shouldn’t do, but I didn’t feel like I had a choice.

Approaching Norm, with my eyes wide open, I pulled him aside. “Would it be possible for me to take Taboo with me to the inn? I can keep him until Richard can pick him up. I know Wendy down at the animal shelter would probably take him, or maybe you have a pen at the station that he could stay in, but with what he just went through, it might be better for him to at least be with someone he knows.”

Down the sidewalk, Taboo jerked so hard on the leash that he caught Phil off guard, and the man stumbled as the dog tried to get to his owner. The leash whipped out of his hand and flew along the sidewalk behind the dog as he raced ahead.

Without waiting for an answer from Norm—I’d apologize later—I dashed to meet Taboo in front of the ambulance doors. Grabbing the dog’s collar, I put my other hand on the side of his face and then pressed my forehead to his.

“I know this is scary, baby boy. And I know you’re sad, but we have to let them do their job. Why don’t you come with me? You can have treats, and I bet Amelia would let you play with some of Daffy’s toys. Maybe you could snuggle into one of the dog beds she has all over the cottage. How about that?”

Deep brown eyes looked into mine, and though I’d never actually seen a dog cry, I would have sworn he was. His jaw quivered, and his shoulders and ears drooped. I stroked his back and then hugged his neck. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll take care of you until Richard can come get you. It’ll be okay. I promise.” Or as okay as I could make it.

When I looked up, I caught Norm nodding at me and waving me off. “Go,” he said, which I took to mean I could take the dog with me.

The van was only a few steps away, so it didn’t take me long to get the passenger side front door open and coax the dog into jumping up and settling into the seat. He sat straight and didn’t take his eyes off the ambulance as it drove off down the street.

While I circled the front of the van and slid into the driver’s seat, I asked myself what I had just signed up for. I had a rehearsal to do and then dinner. I didn’t need a new dog in the house, no matter how short a time it took Richard to get here. But I also had a soft spot for animals, and I just couldn’t have left Taboo there to fend for himself or go to a shelter. No matter how much I trusted Wendy to do her best job, she also had a lot going on with a recent case of a hoarder’s house with about fifty dogs in the backyard being raided. She was still trying to find homes for all those animals, and adding a dog who was going through grief to the mix would not be good for anyone.

The drive was short back to the inn, thankfully, but Taboo hardly even moved once he circled the front seat and lay down with his head tucked under one of his paws.

I had no idea what I was going to do when we got back and parked, but I’d figure it out. I was quick like that.

Pulling around to the spot in front of the garage, I turned the van off and looked over at Taboo. “So, here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to get you out and then see who you take to the most. I know this is scary, and you’re sad, but I promise that things are going to get better just as soon as Richard gets here. It won’t be what it was before, and you’re still going to be sad, but it will be better.”

Taboo lifted his head for just a moment and then froze in place, but a second later, it was like the fight went out of him, and he sank back down onto the seat.

Dean waved to me from the yard, completely unaware of what I had gotten us into. I waved back just as Taboo popped up in the front seat. Dean’s smile fell into a frown, and then he rolled his eyes. Fair enough, but he’d understand once I had a chance to tell him that this time I wasn’t going to be involved.

“What’s up?” he said, approaching slowly as I exited the driver’s seat and closed the van door behind me. 

“Emma passed, and I found her at the shop. It’s not murder, so don’t worry. But Taboo was not leaving, and I was afraid to send him to the shelter right now. He’ll only be here until Richard can pick him up.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that. However long is fine. I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”

We both glanced over at the dog. Taboo stayed on guard in the front seat, but he was no longer paying attention to us. He was looking out at something to the right. I followed his gaze instead of answering Dean and smiled when I saw who was approaching. Poobah, who had gone into the flower shop weekly when his Grand Duchess, as we called my grandmother, had been alive. She’d passed six years ago. But he still went in weekly to chat with Emma and Richard and to pet Taboo, who had been a tiny puppy when he’d first started going in a decade ago, when Emma had opened her store.

I opened the door and leaned in. “You want to go see Poobah, don’t you? He’s right there, if you want to see him.” Instead of coming to my side, Taboo pressed his nose to the window.

Maybe he didn’t like to cross over the captain’s chairs?

“Do we have a visitor?” Poobah asked, picking up his pace while also keeping his eyes on me.

“We have a very sad situation. Emma passed over, and Taboo was in the shop at the time. Rick’s stuck at the campground, so I agreed to bring the dog home with me until things get sorted out.”

“I felt a shift in things about forty minutes ago and was talking to Earl at the time. He saw a spirit pass, but didn’t know who it was.”

“Was she peaceful?” I really wanted her to have gone peacefully.

“As far as I know. But this little guy is going to struggle.” Poobah placed his hand against the passenger side window. Taboo lifted his paw to the window and cried.

“We can let him out. He still has a leash on if you can grab it,” I said, reaching for the handle.

“He won’t need that.” Poobah kept eye contact with the dog as he pulled up on the handle with one hand and then reached out to touch the quivering dog with his other.

Taboo settled right down and put his nose into Poobah’s hand. Glancing over at me, my grandfather shook his head. “Will you need me at rehearsal, dear? I don’t have a part really other than watching you start the rest of your life in happiness, and that’s for tomorrow.”

“No, we’re good, but you might want to stop in for dinner.”

“Oh, I won’t want to miss that, especially since I heard Glennis has pulled out all the stops for this one.”

“I heard the same thing.” The dog and man had not taken their eyes off each other for even a second. What was going on there? “Do you want me to grab some of Daffy’s food for you?”

“No, we’re fine. I am going to be using the laundry room for the next hour or so, if you could please tell everyone to stay out for now.” He nodded as if he and Taboo had come to an agreement.

Strange, but not that strange. Dogs understood much more than we gave them credit for, sometimes. 

“Okay,” I said, putting a hand on Taboo’s head as he let himself out of the car, trailing the leash behind him. He sat like a good boy right in front of Poobah with his tongue lolled out, the leash draped behind him, still on the seat of the van.

I snapped it off his collar and handed it to Poobah, and then the two headed off toward the house, walking side by side as if tethered to each other with some invisible rope.

“Is it just me, or was that strange?” I asked Dean when he put his arm around my waist, then drew me back so he could rest his chin on my head. It was one of my favorite places to be.

“I’m not sure about strange, maybe just different. If we labeled everything in this family that was outside the norm as strange, there wouldn’t be a single thing that wasn’t strange in this family, which would then become the norm.”

“That makes sense to me, even with your convoluted ways, and I love you for that.” I smiled as he laughed above me.

“Thank you, I think.”

“You’re welcome, I’m sure.” I gave his hands at my waist a squeeze. “Now we need to go do the rehearsal. I’ll explain to everyone why Poobah isn’t with us for the event, and let them know that Emma is gone, but was being taken care of. Then we can get to whatever Glennis made for dinner. Oh, and her seating chart should delight almost everyone.”

“Almost?”

I snickered. “Yeah, you’ll see.”

And I left it there as I watched Poobah lead a very solemn Taboo into the house. The dog leaned into Poobah, and I understood, thinking that the older man had all the answers in the world. Fortunately, right now, I don’t have too many questions because all the answers seemed to be holding me in a place that I didn’t want to ever leave.

After tomorrow, things would be in the bag, and I could rest. Of course, I probably had just jinxed myself, but apparently, I was willing to take that chance. I didn’t even reach up to knock on the wooden arch above us. 
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Chapter 3


[image: ]




If I had jinxed myself, it didn’t come to bite me at the rehearsal at all. Even Moose walked down the aisle without a single issue. And if the way Dean looked at me as I exited the double French doors out of the dining room was any indication, I was going to be crying in gratitude before I even made it halfway down the aisle on my father’s arm.

How did I get so lucky? I wasn’t sure, and I didn’t want to question it too much, because sometimes things just happened that were supposed to. It wasn’t my job to question them, but just to appreciate them. I didn’t have to tear them apart to find out how they worked and why.

With Sharon watching from the sidelines, we went through the words we were supposed to say and where we were supposed to stand. And it all went like clockwork. I finally let out a breath of relief when it was time to go back into the dining room for dinner.

After saying goodbye to Sharon and thanking her for all her hard work, Dean and I stood in the gazebo by ourselves for a minute. Dean circled my wrist with his big hand and gently tugged to keep me in place while everyone else kept walking and chatting amongst themselves.

“You ready for this?” he asked, bracketing my other wrist and drawing me in slowly so that he could move his arms around my waist. I nestled against him, front to front. “Because tomorrow’s the day you say the words, and then you’re stuck with me forever.”

I giggled, but then took in the seriousness of his expression. Reaching up, I cradled his cheek. “I have never in my life been more ready for something. I never even dreamed I could be with someone who was so imperfectly perfect. And if I had the dream, I wouldn’t have been able to encompass all the wonderful things you are.”

He settled his cheek into my palm and then turned to kiss the center, right where my lifelines crossed. “We’ll fight,” he said.

“We already have and made it through.”

“You might not like actually living with me full time. Right now, you can still kick me out if I’m taking up too much of your space, but after tomorrow, I’m not leaving for anything.”
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