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Even though Rina had worked with what felt like a million different brides and seen every wedding dress imaginable, she couldn’t help but be overwhelmed with the sentiment as she trailed her fingers over the starched fabrics and lace. Love songs were echoing through the speakers, throwing Rina back to her twenties, to the very first wedding she planned, which was her own. She couldn’t believe how long it had been since she married Dennis, how much had changed, let alone that she was in that familiar bridal shop with the girl that would soon be her daughter-in-law. Shannon looked like a leaf in the wind as she wandered around the shop, her pale face pivoting on her slender neck, casting its disbelief and mystified glow through the hanging sunbeams. That was a face Rina recognized, one she’d seen countless times, but never with the dewy eyes she had right then.

A hand crept up between her shoulder blades, and Rina pulled herself together. After all, she was here on business. “It’s so good to see you, Rina!” a bright voice rang in her ear. Rina had known Lisa almost as long as she had lived in Naples. Her shop was the first that Rina checked out when she was young and building her business as a wedding planner, and after twenty years, it was still the only one she trusted. “I don’t think I’ve seen you since Dennis’s funeral. How are you holding up?”

“Better every day,” Rina said with a sturdy smile. “I’ve just been trying to get back into the swing of things.”

“Well, it’s good to have you back. I was worried we’d lost you for good, or even worse, that you’d found another bridal shop,” Lisa said, nudging Rina with her elbow.

“You know I’d never even think of it,” Rina said with a sigh. “I will say that I’m glad Shannon pulled me out of my vacation. I don’t think I could have handled sitting on the sidelines during Trevor’s wedding.”

“I can’t believe he’s already getting married,” Lisa said, chuckling. “It seems like just yesterday he and Dillon were running around here like two little devils.”

“You don’t have to tell me,” Rina said. “They were so young back then. I’m surprised they never ruined anything.”

“Honey, they weren’t the only ones who were young,” Lisa said with another playful jab to the ribs. “You were about as green as you can be in this business. But you worked your butt off and really made something for yourself.” While Shannon was absorbed with some of the imported dresses, Lisa surprised Rina with a tight embrace. “I’m just glad you didn’t let tragedy make you give up on yourself.” 

Rina blinked back tears. Lisa’s perfume, potent yet aromatic, a softening lavender fragrance, reminded Rina of the calm she used to feel in her old life and let her know that she could regain that feeling in this new one. She hugged her old friend and said, “We should probably rein her in before she gets too infatuated with something.”

“Drat,” Lisa said with a grin. “You always know my tricks.”

They walked over to Shannon, who was flipping through cream-colored dresses like they were pages in a photo album, with the same enthusiasm in her eyes as when she first entered the store. “Shannon, I want you to meet a very good friend of mine,” Rina said. “Lisa’s been with me since day one, so believe me when I tell you that, if she can’t help you find what you’re looking for, then it doesn’t exist.”

“I don’t know if I’d go that far,” Lisa said, stepping forward and waving off the compliment. “But I owe Rina here more favors than I can count, so I’ll certainly try my best.”

Shannon, smiling with a hot intensity, bent down to shake Lisa’s hand. “Thank you so much, miss,” Shannon said with bullet-like speed. “Seriously, you don’t know what this means to me. There’s no way I would be able to afford anything in here if it weren’t for your generosity, so from the bottom of my heart, thank you, thank you so much!” Her breath was puffing like a sprinter’s. “Is it hot in here, or is it just me?”

“It’s my pleasure, dear,” Lisa said with a gravelly chuckle. “Are you a little nervous?”

“Is it that obvious?” Shannon blushed, straightened herself up, and took a few breaths. “I just can’t believe it’s all starting to happen. I feel totally unprepared!”

“Well, that’s where we come in,” Rina assured her. “I just want you to remember one thing. This is all for you. We’re planning the happiest day of your life, and sure, maybe they’ll be some tough decisions along the way, but I don’t want you worrying about that. We’ll smooth out the details as we go while you enjoy the ride.”

“Can you believe how great she is?” Shannon asked Lisa, her smile back in its place. “She deserves some kind of award. Best future mother-in-law in the universe, or something like that.”

“She’s certainly something special,” Lisa said with a wink. “But she can’t do it all for you. I hope you have a couple of ideas for yourself. It makes the process that much easier.”

“That’s the problem,” Shannon said, pulling out her phone and scrolling through different pages. “I’ve been keeping track of all the ideas I like, mostly from blogs and random little posts I see from friends, but I have so many now that I have no idea where to even begin!”

Lisa shook her short graying hair and chuckled, arms crossed around her waist. “If only all brides had that problem,” she said. “Run me through some of your thoughts. It helps to bring them into the world, so you can get a good look at them.”

“Oh, trust me,” Shannon said. “I’ve been talking about them non-stop. Maybe I didn’t have the right audience, though.” She went through her phone a little longer and said, “I guess my biggest concern right now is the theme. I can’t decide if I want to do something more traditional and simple, like pink and cream, or if I want to be a little more of-the-times. It seems like everyone I talk to has at least three colors for her theme, like these really rustic grays and browns, thrown in with like a cloudy blue or something, which I think would look really classy.”

“A more modern style would certainly give your wedding party more options,” Lisa said. “I’ll tell you. I’ve seen some of the most garish dress choices, only to appease an uninspired theme.” 

“That’s what I’d be most worried about,” Shannon said. “If my sisters don’t end up liking their dresses, I know it’ll be a disaster. There’s gonna be more than a hundred people at this event, and if I make them look stupid in front of God and everybody, well, they’ll just kill me on the spot.”

“Ah ah ah,” Rina said, wagging a finger at Shannon. “What did I tell you earlier? This is all about you, so if your sisters want to be in your wedding, then they get to look how you want, not the other way around. That said, I think it’s smart to go with a more neutral theme. It opens a lot of doors, especially when it comes to your venue. Natural colors will go with anything; it doesn’t matter if it’s an old church or a beachside villa.”

“That’s what I was thinking, too,” Shannon said. “It works since my parents won’t be able to afford much for a venue, so at least the decorations can look nice.”

“Whoa, let’s pump the brakes here,” Rina said. “We haven’t even started looking at places yet, and it already sounds like you’re ready to settle with whatever. Don’t you have any places in mind?”

“Not really,” Shannon said with a shrug. “I just know I don’t want it in Sarasota. And my family’s not super religious, so I don’t need a church either. A beach might be nice, but I bet it’s expensive to rent the space, huh?”

Rina had to laugh to herself. This poor twenty-year-old girl, still eight months out from her wedding day, thought that it was already in dire straits. “That reminds me of all the weddings I saw down in the Keys,” she said. “Did Trevor ever tell you I grew up in Islamorada?”

“He might have mentioned it,” Shannon said, “but never in much detail.”

“Oh, you’ll have to see it someday,” Rina said. “Absolutely breathtaking. I know it’s a tourist trap, but it’s like you inherited a little bit of paradise when you live down there. Anyway, the weddings, my goodness, those weddings were the main reason I grew up to be a wedding planner. Practically every month, our inn would host a wedding, me and my siblings would help out, and I picked up more tips than you could imagine. By the time I moved out, I had a book as thick as the Bible, full of ideas.”

“Is that where you had your wedding?” Shannon asked. Her eyes had narrowed a bit, and her arms were crossed, almost like she was studying Rina. “At the hotel, I mean.”

Rina sighed and said, “Unfortunately, I was a little more arrogant in those days.”

“Those days?” Lisa mocked. “Bold to assume much has changed, hmm?”

“Oh hush,” Rina swatted the air. “If I could do it over again, I’d love to get married at the inn. Honestly, there’s no better spot. I was just young and wanted to do something for myself, not let my parents bail me out. That was my mistake, and you should learn from it. Let your parents do as much as possible. They won’t be around forever, so you might as well take advantage!”

“Careful, Rina, you’ll scare the poor girl to death!” Lisa laughed.

But Shannon didn’t look like she was listening. She stepped in a circle, listlessly gazing at the dresses around her, eyes cloudy with thought. “I can’t tell you what I’d give,” she said after a moment, “for a place like that. My grandparents had a place on the Gulf years ago, but my parents sold it to pay off some credit card debt. Does your family still own that inn?”

Rina nodded, a playful smile stretching her cheeks. “My dad passed away a couple of years ago, but mom’s been able to hang on to the place. I’ve actually spent quite a bit of time there recently, helping with renovations and finances. It took a while, but the place looks better than ever.”

“Oh, of course. I think Trevor had mentioned something a while back.” She replied. Shannon let the silence stretch between them, but this time Rina knew why only she didn’t want to say. It had to be Shannon’s idea. Rina suggesting the Archer Inn as a venue not only crossed lines as a wedding planner, but she didn’t want to assert her will onto her son’s wedding, despite the constant temptation. 

“This might be inappropriate,” Shannon said in what was practically a whisper, “since we’ve only gotten to know each other recently, and you’re already doing me a huge favor as my wedding planner. I can’t help but ask, though. Would you and your family be willing to let me use the Inn as a venue? Of course, I’d pay—”

Before Shannon could say another word, Rina had her wrapped in a hug around the waist, and they were both laughing to the point of tears. “I can’t tell you how overjoyed we’d be to have you,” Rina gushed. “And don’t worry at all about the cost. I’ll take care of everything.”

“Oh, Rina. Thank you so much!” Shannon said through gasps of breath and sobs. “This makes everything so much easier!”

They peeled apart and noticed Lisa standing to the side, scanning through her dresses with a calm smile. “I hope we’re not keeping you too long, Lisa,” Rina said. “Perhaps we’ll need to figure out the dress another day.”

“I don’t think so,” Lisa said. “All this electricity in the air, I think we’re in for some luck. Shannon, be a dear and step up in the mirror for a moment.” There was a lighted platform in the wall that held three mirrors at wide angles, and Shannon stepped into it, looking confused but eager. Lisa took two dresses off their racks and handed one to Rina, along with yet another of her sly winks. Rina hid the dress from view, managing to sneak a peek for herself, and she had to hold in a gasp.

Lisa took the other dress to Shannon and said, “This is a lovely dress. It’s reminiscent of a very classic style. Plenty of lace, conservative neckline; it’s a classic, timeless look. What do you think?”

Shannon took a while looking at the first dress, draping it over herself, turning it over at every possible angle, appreciating every detail. “There’s nothing wrong with it,” she finally said. “I only think that I can’t see myself wearing it. That doesn’t mean it’s bad! I have plenty of friends that would look great in it! I just don’t think it’s for me, you know?”

The whole time Shannon spoke, Lisa nodded and smiled. “That’s exactly what I was hoping you’d say,” she said, taking the dress and hanging it back in its place. “The way to go about this is to find a base—something that you like but that you’re not in love with. This way, something more suited to you will stand out that much more. It will be easier to recognize yourself. Rina, if you’d be so kind.”

Rina carried the dress over like a fragile ornament, and when she held it out, they all heard the sound that said, “This is the one.” Shannon ran her fingers over the plunging neckline and the sparkling embroidery of the net overlap. It was the most elegant fish in the vastest of oceans. “It’s perfect,” Shannon managed to say. “I can’t picture myself getting married in anything but this dress.” And as Lisa took her measurements, Rina watched as Shannon began to take on the stature of a woman who realized her wedding would not only come together but that it would be far more beautiful than she had ever dreamed. Rina lived for moments such as these, but she never knew them to be this powerful, and she told herself to cling to this feeling for as long as she could, to remember the joy she saw in the girl that would become her daughter-in-law.
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Chapter Two 
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Lisa took down all her notes and was ready for the deposit. More than once, Rina offered to pay for the first installment. “Just my treat, think of it as part of your wedding present,” she said, a wave of goodwill tearing through her without control. All she cared about was being as accommodating as she could, regardless of any possible consequences, but each time she offered money, Shannon graciously turned her down. “It’s not that I don’t appreciate the offer,” she told Rina after giving Lisa her credit card, “but you’ve already done so much for me. I don’t want you to think I’m taking you for granted. Besides, you’ve saved me a fortune already, with the venue alone, which gives me a lot more wiggle room to spoil myself.” 

Rina resisted the urge to insist. She knew Shannon, who practically just graduated from high school, didn’t have much money to play around with. Still, also, she couldn’t blame the girl for wanting financial independence, or at least the freedom to make her own mistakes with money, and in the end, was there much of a difference between the two? She made Rina think about herself at that age and of her sisters, how headstrong they all were, willing to dive into their decisions without so much as a hesitation. Of course, Shannon had a better head on her shoulders than all of them, but Rina liked seeing that autonomous streak in her. 

They made another appointment for a fitting before thanking Lisa and leaving. Rina wandered in a haze to her car, wondering what she would do with the rest of her day. Not much kept her in Naples these days, aside from small projects on the old house and keeping up appearances around town. She thought about taking an early weekend and driving down to Islamorada, but Shannon called behind her, “Hey Rina, can I buy you lunch? Just as a thank you for everything?”

Rina couldn’t turn her down, and she didn’t want to at all, but the offer caught her off guard. In the bridal shop, she was on the job, and she knew all the right things to say. Beyond that, she didn’t know Shannon that well and didn’t plan on having much downtime with her. “What place did you have in mind?” she asked. 

They met downtown at a bistro that had sprung up a few weeks before, the kind of place with ten or twelve different soups on the menu and biodegradable utensils. They chatted about the menu in line, and they ordered together, but after they sat down at a booth to wait for their food, they settled into a cramped silence. This was one reason Rina was never adept at making new friends. She never knew what to ask or say to someone she didn’t know well. All the icebreakers felt like blunt cliches that only echoed the unfamiliarity of the relationship, like a cowbell in a foggy field. Usually, in situations like these, she would talk about herself, but that was the last thing Rina wanted, and she imagined that Shannon would want to hear it even less. What bride wanted to hear about losing a husband, and, worse yet, all the lies that unfolded once he was gone? Rina thought about the months before she married Dennis, the blind optimism, the belief in all-powerful love and the hope of a young woman, and even though there was so much she would change if she could, she couldn’t place that burdensome knowledge on someone else. She reached around for a drink and realized she didn’t have one. The roof of her mouth felt like glue.

“I can’t wait for you to meet my family,” Shannon said. She was playing with her engagement ring and staring absentmindedly around the restaurant. “My dad is going to be so happy. I swear, the fit he threw when I told him I was engaged, it was as if he thought I’d be single till the day I died, or at least the day he did, so he wouldn’t have to pay for it.”

“Dads are always tough to please,” Rina said. “I got lucky. My older sister had already gotten married, and she was the same age as you. Our dad had all sorts of problems with her wedding. He didn’t like her fiancée, wanted her to get married at home, and he thought she was too young. All the stuff you’d expect. But by the time I turned around and did pretty much the same thing, he was pretty much used to the idea that his daughters were big disappointments.” Rina laughed, but she looked up and saw Shannon gazing at her with concern and stopped. “Don’t get me wrong,” she said, waving her hand. “He loved us. We just all grew apart for a while there. It happens to the closest families.”

Their food came, and Rina busied herself by blowing cool air on her soup, hoping the conversation would falter and come to a complete stop to save her further embarrassment. But instead, Shannon said, “I know it’s not my place, and I don’t mean to pry at all, but I’ve heard a little from Trevor about what you and your family have been going through this year. I mean, your husband died, which is horrible, and I’m so sorry for your loss—but it almost sounds like the aftermath was even worse. So, you know, if you ever need anybody to talk to, my ears are open, and my mouth is shut. But we don’t have to talk about it at all. It’s totally up to you.”

Rina’s face flushed red, and she considered not responding to Shannon, shoveling a steaming spoonful of tomato bisque into her mouth and moaning from the pain. Shannon left and returned with a dripping water glass, which Rina drank half of in a few gulps. “Thank you,” she said after catching her breath. “I’m sorry, Shannon, I haven’t spoken about this with very many people. Obviously, everyone knows what happened, but it’s just not something I feel like reliving these days.”

“I get that, one hundred percent,” Shannon said. “And like I said, I don’t want to infringe on your privacy or anything, but I think you should know, well, I really admire you, for, you know, getting through everything that you did. I don’t think I’d have as much strength as you.”

Rina almost wanted to laugh at that one if it didn’t make her want to cry so much. “I didn’t exactly get through it on my own,” Rina said. “I had a lot of help from Connor and Trevor, not to mention the rest of my family. And I started dating a guy, who’s really been a dream come true. It’s hard to say where I’d be if it weren’t for all those people in my life.”

“But that’s why I admire you so much,” Shannon said as she reached across the table and cupped Rina’s hands in hers. “You actually asked for help. You could have just shut everybody out and let your life collapse, but you knew you needed people to pull you out of the mud.”

“It wasn’t the easiest thing to admit,” Rina said, staring at their entwined fingers. “But it was what I needed.”

“I just hope I’ll have people like that if I ever need them. My family didn’t have a whole lot while I was growing up. Me and my sisters, well, we didn’t have a whole lot of guidance, and things weren’t always easy. My parents were on welfare a lot and couldn’t hold down a job too often. They’re a lot better now, but they used to drink a lot. I know they loved us, but they couldn’t do much for us. We tried to get out of the house as much as we could. That’s actually how I met Nikki, my Maid of Honor. We lived in the same neighborhood, but her parents were a lot more active in her life. She got me into swimming and volleyball, and without her, I don’t think I would have passed the fourth grade, let alone graduate from high school. Even if I could have made the grades, the bullying would have gotten to me eventually. But that kind of stuff was no problem for Nikki. Jokes and insults bounced off her like tennis balls.”

“I can see why you chose her,” Rina said, slowly stirring her bisque. “As you Maid of Honor, I mean.”

“There’s no one else I could pick,” Shannon said, nibbling on a slice of buttered bread. “Even though she’s at college now, I still see Nikki as my closest and one of my only friends. Sure, she’s kind of an oddball, but who isn’t? And when you have a history with someone like that, you don’t just forget it. But that’s what I’m worried about. What if one day I need someone and she’s not there? I don’t know who I’d turn to.”

Rina took a minute to look over the girl sitting in front of her, finding the die-hard dreams lodged deep in her along with the harsh reality that dawned on her freckled face. She saw a girl at a crossroads between childhood and femininity, a faulty switch flipping from loyalty to discovery and back again. “That’s the beauty of getting married,” she said. “It’s not just the one person that you’re bringing on. Even if that would be enough, and I hope with everything that you and Trevor will be that for each other—but in the end, it’s not just him. You have me, and you’ll have a whole team of people ready to stand by your side, no matter what you go through. They’ll put down everything, even if their own lives are falling apart. I know, I’ve seen it. The Archers never give up on their own.”

Somehow, they talked all the way through their lunch, and they were both scraping their bowls with flimsy spoons, pondering over what the other had said. “That’s good to hear,” Shannon said, “but I’ll admit, it’s hard to believe.” 

“Well, how about this,” Rina said, her good mood starting to return to her. “There’s a birthday party for my sister, Holly here in a few weeks, down in the Keys. I haven’t told Trevor about it yet, but we’d love it if you came down. It’ll give you a chance to meet everyone before the wedding, and who knows— maybe it’ll take some pressure off.”

Shannon smiled and said, “I’d like that a lot.” 

They cleaned up their table and walked out to their cars, gabbing like two old gal pals. Before leaving, Rina felt her phone vibrate in her purse, and she pulled it out to find a missed call and a new text message on the screen, both from a number she knew she’d have to see again but had been secretly dreading for weeks. The name “Debbie (Mistress)” lit up in black pixels, and below that, the message: “We need to talk.” It stunned Rina so much that she barely heard Shannon beeping her goodbye as she pulled her sedan onto the road. 
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The sun toasted Rina’s arms as she propped up shade umbrellas in the sand and buried them as deep as they would go, letting the energy escape her muscles and joints. For weeks, she had felt as if standing still was doing more to speed time up rather than slow it down. She filled her days with chores and errands, often mind-numbing and negligible though they were, but still preferable to the alternative. Even on the days she drove down to Islamorada, which were many, her worries sat in the front seat with her and seemed to rain down from the clouds, or even the clear blue skies. Thankfully, working with her hands seemed to do the trick, and there was plenty to do for the party.

There was no chance she could keep it up, but Rina tried her best to avoid her siblings at first. It wasn’t that she didn’t want to see them—on the contrary, she could have used their understanding, but she could feel her grief dredging itself from her heart, and it wasn’t the day to put those emotions on the table. She was there, not just as a party goer, but as part of the Archers, and she had to put on a happy face. It didn’t matter that she’d been ducking Debbie’s calls, that she couldn’t stop picturing her face, his face, their daughter’s face. What more could they want? She’d given them money. She accepted them as best she could. What else was there to give? It wasn’t the day for these questions, but she couldn’t stop them. They hit her like an undertow and dragged her out of the moment, to where she would lose track of hours at a time. Her motion eased the time, but it didn’t stop the questions.

“Well, would you look who it is,” a gruff voice called out, and Rina looked around to see her brother Randy jogging barefooted toward her. She waved and gave a weak smile. “You’re actually putting these things out?” Randy asked, giving the umbrellas a once over. “You know nobody’s gonna use them, right? Who doesn’t wanna get a little sun?”

“Not everybody’s got that leathery skin of yours, little brother. As a matter of fact, you might want to consider getting under one yourself. You’re starting to look like a piece of beef jerky.”

“That might be the funniest thing I’ve ever heard you say,” Randy said, without so much as a chuckle. Just a slim grin with a toothpick wedged in. “Whatchu been up to, sis? Feels like a little while since you been down here.”
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