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Dear Reader ~ 

I’m thrilled to share Book One of my Aisle Bound series with you. My hope is that you’ll adore the characters as much as I do. Ivy, my uber-romantic wedding planner, wants nothing more than to find true love. And then there’s Ben, an unapologetic flirt of a cameraman with a semi-secret past. He’s allergic to love. But at least he’s upfront about it! They’ve got a handful of quirky, funny friends. Last but not least, is the city of Chicago itself, such an integral part of this story. It couldn’t take place anywhere else. So many beautiful wedding locations, world-class museums and a majestic lake as far as the eye can see. Oh, and I hear they’re pretty famous for their sports teams, too. 

One of the questions that authors dread in interviews is where do you get your ideas—as if there’s an idea tree you can shake. Happily, with this series, I have an answer! Nine out of ten people who learned I was a wedding planner would say you should write a book! Then they’d launch into elaborate eye winks about bridezillas, and mother of the bride horror stories. 

Except in my experience, at least 90% of weddings are wonderful. They are a celebration of friends and family and enduring love. Most people do pull it together and behave like grown-ups. So I didn’t want to write a scathing tell-all. But a series that focuses on the wedding industry, showcasing people who spend every day creating the perfect happily ever after? That felt like a good place to start. And maybe a few real-life hijinks did slip into my manuscript. You’ll have to guess which ones happened and which are just figments of my imagination...

If you like a sassy and sexy happily ever after, this is the book for you. Along with the rest of the series! A Fine Romance is the story of Sam the baker/aspiring chocolatier and Mira, the manager of Ivy’s new romance store who doesn’t like chocolate. Friends to Lovers follows Daphne the florist and Gib the British lothario as they journey from—well, friends to lovers! And don’t miss not one but two weddings in the conclusion to the series, A Matchless Romance. In it, a matchmaker transforms an awkward nerd into a sexy stud, and is sorely tempted to keep him for herself! But first, enjoy Planning for Love!
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CHAPTER ONE
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All weddings are similar, but every marriage is different. ~ John Berger

Ivy Rhodes lay sprawled at the bottom of the stone steps, feet tangled in the straps of a large black duffel bag. Everything hurt and, to top it off, she thought she’d heard her dress rip. At the very least, the pale pink satin had to be smudged from her ungraceful slide down the sweep of old stones dominating the foyer of the Great Hall at Café Brauer. Worst of all, the round lens of a video camera bobbled less than an inch from her nose.

“Are you kidding me? You’re filming this?” Ivy’s voice rose to a high squeak on the last word. Her famous, unflappable composure threatened to crack. Because who wouldn’t be flustered when their humiliating clumsiness got recorded for posterity on a wedding video? She dropped her cheek back to the cool stones and waited for a wave of dizziness to subside. Hopefully, if any of the caterers needed to walk by her to finish setting up the ballroom, they’d avoid stepping on anything important, like her dress or her head.

“Ollie, you idiot! Get out of the way.” The deep, baritone voice issuing the command buzzed with almost as much annoyance as Ivy felt.

A pair of highly polished dress shoes entered her limited field of vision, replacing the scuffed loafers belonging to the cameraman. Hoping this indicated the camera was gone, Ivy lifted her head once more. Not only had the camera disappeared, but an incredibly handsome man now crouched in front of her. 

Although it was true almost every man looked good in a tux, this one in particular was downright yummy. Broad shoulders filled out his jacket. Impeccable tailoring emphasized the vee shape of his torso. His chin had a movie-star cleft deep enough to anchor a small boat. A streaky thicket of blond hair set off piercing blue eyes. Combined with his unusual-for-April-in-Chicago tan, it gave him a bit of a surfer look.

“Are you okay? Here, let me help you up,” he said, without waiting for an answer. Strong arms lifted her off the floor, cradling her against a very firm chest. Her long dress, albeit possibly streaked and torn, cascaded down to his knees. It was like a scene out of a movie: the formalwear, the romantic pose, the Prince Charming look-alike carrying her. Or, to be perfectly honest, one of several favorite fantasies she mentally thumbed through instead of counting sheep. Ivy’s heart did a quick flip flop. These things never, ever happened to her. This moment was well worth a few scrapes and bruises.

“Not that I’m complaining, but where are we going?” she asked.

“To find you a chair. We need to assess your injuries before you try to stand.”

What a strangely technical thing for him to say. Not at all the warm, charming words she’d hoped to come out of his lips. “Are you a paramedic?”

“Nope. But I am certified in advanced first aid. I just don’t want you to sue me.”

“What?” Ivy craned her neck around to meet his eyes. “You’re being nice to me to sidestep litigation?” And with that, her personal ocean of humiliation snaked out a riptide, sucking her even deeper. Prince Charm-less was more like it. “Put me down right now,” she demanded.

“As soon as I find a damn chair!” He turned left into the Great Hall. Early afternoon sunlight beamed in through the wide windows, casting a golden haze across the top of the enormous room. 

Ivy waved her hand at two hundred gilt Chivari chairs framing the round banquet tables in perfect arcs. “Take your pick.”

He toed out the nearest chair, dumped her on it, then planted his hands on his hips. “Well? You hurt anywhere?”

“Pretty much everywhere.” Like black ink from an enraged octopus, the sexy stranger oozed with annoyance and attitude. Ivy just couldn’t figure out why her tripping down the stairs had set him off. At the most he looked to be in his mid thirties. Far too young for a case of terminal crankiness.

“I meant did you break anything?” The man knelt on the floor and looked at her with expectant eyes. 

“I only fell the last few...hey!” He’d pushed the hem of her dress to her knees and rotated her left ankle. She jerked in response and tried to pull her foot out of his grasp. 

“Like I said, I’m certified in first aid. Stop wriggling around and let me check you out.” 

His touch was surprisingly gentle, and the warmth of his hands soothing. Wonderfully big, deft hands. She wondered how many other of her body parts he planned to handle in a similar fashion. Whoops. Far too long since her last date if her body responded this quickly to someone so disagreeable. “Usually I get at least a cocktail before someone gropes under my skirt.”

He ignored her quip. “Good movement on this side.” In short order he checked her other ankle, and performed an equally thorough examination of her knees and wrists. She hissed in a breath when he found the cut on her arm. “Doesn’t look too bad. More like a deep scrape.”

“Yeah, well, you’re not the one wearing it.” Irritated equally by his demeanor and the stinging pain in her arm, she shook him off. “Who are you?”

“Here we go.” He let out a long sigh and pushed to his feet. “Bennett Westcott, True Life Productions.” After a quick rummage in his lapel pocket he produced a business card. “Obviously you’re a bit shaken up, but overall I’d say you are fine. However, if you feel it necessary to contact a lawyer regarding this incident, I understand.”

Confused, Ivy took the card, glanced at the bold red and black lettering. “Did I miss something? I fell down a couple of stairs. Unless you totaled my car in the parking lot or plan to kneecap me later, it’s safe to say litigation isn’t even a remote possibility.”

“Look, I’m trying to step up and do the right thing by not denying responsibility for your fall.”

A few wisps of hair brushed her cheek when she slowly shook her head. “Still not a clue where you’re coming from.”

“You must’ve tripped over our tripod bag. Ollie kicked it in front of the stairs right before you landed.”

Aha! Now it made sense. In this crazy world where people sued over coffee being too hot, she understood at least a little of his paranoia. “Bennett, I slipped on an ice cube. The caterers dropped a bag of ice earlier, and missed a few when they cleaned up. Your duffel bag didn’t help me stick my landing, but it didn’t cause the problem, either.”

The scowl dropped off his face and everything in his body relaxed. “You have no idea how relieved I am to hear you say that. Ollie!” he bellowed. “Get your butt in here and apologize.”

A thin, wiry man who barely looked strong enough to support the video camera propped on his shoulder shuffled slowly through the entryway. His eyes were downcast, his entire demeanor that of a beaten puppy. “I’m really sorry,” he mumbled. 

“We’re in the clear. She’s not going to sue,” her rescuer announced, relief pinging in every word. His speech pattern also changed. The witness-on-trial formality of his speech pattern relaxed into a normal, conversational tone.

“I promise. Truly, I don’t blame you at all. Do you need me to sign an affidavit to that effect?” Ivy asked, at this point only half joking.

Ollie swung the camera to the floor and rushed forward to pump Ivy’s hand. “Thank you so much. It was an accident, you know. I kicked the bag behind me without looking, and when I turned around you were on the floor, so I started filming. Reflex, you know?”

“You can make it up to me by erasing that footage.” No response. Ivy watched Bennett and Ollie exchange a glance loaded with subtext. Too bad she couldn’t translate it. “The wedding hasn’t even started yet, so you won’t need to edit much,” she continued, letting a pleading tone slip into her voice. Their persistent silence was a bad sign. Petty though it might be, there was no way she’d allow her ungraceful tumble to be saved on some random cousin of the bride’s wedding video. “Come on, guys, this is ridiculous. I’m not even a guest at this wedding.”

In a blur of unexpected speed, Ollie retrieved his camera from the floor and aimed it at her. The record light glowed red. “Can you say that again, and look straight into the camera for me?”

“What? I will not,” she fumed. “Bennett, what’s with your friend?” Enough was enough! As the wedding coordinator, it was her job to handle crazy relatives. A deft mix of courtesy, charm and humor usually did the trick. But there were times a line had to be drawn, and this was it. No way could she do her job with this nut shoving a camera in her face every two minutes. 

To her surprise, Bennett gestured to Ollie to keep recording. “Are you confirming you did not receive an invitation to this wedding? And you got all dressed up and came anyway? That you are, in fact, a wedding crasher?” 

Ivy lifted a hand to her mouth to halt an onslaught of giggles. She couldn’t wait to tell her assistant, who would laugh her ass off at the accusation. “Oh, my God. Is that what you think?” No wonder the two acted so weird. And really, who could blame them? Catching an unwanted guest in the act could’ve guaranteed their footage ending up on the local news. Plus, they’d be touted as heroes for “saving” the wedding. The truth would be a huge letdown.

“Didn’t you admit as much?” Bennett countered.

Ivy vigorously shook her head from side to side. “Hardly! I’m not a guest, but I’m certainly not crashing, either. My name is Ivy Rhodes. I’m doing day-of coordination for Tracy and Seth.”

“You’re the wedding planner?” Ollie turned on his heel without another word and left the hall, head down and shoulders rounded in disappointment.

Bennett’s reaction was the complete opposite. He pulled out another chair and straddled it, arms crossed over the back. “Sorry. The kid’s young, and is sure every gig we do has the potential for major drama. Instead of paying his dues, he plans to catapult to stardom on a clip of the bride falling off a chair during the Hora. Anyway, it’s a huge relief to know you’re one of us. No wonder you took the whole thing in stride. Now we can relax and get to know each other before all the craziness starts.” He flashed a killer grin. It revealed the matched set of dimples bracketing his lips. 

It was the kind of grin certain to charm a woman, and Ivy was no exception. Absolved of the threat of pending litigation, his personality had done a complete turnaround. Standoffish, irritable guy now exuded warmth and friendliness from his sky-blue eyes. If she read the signs correctly, he was trying to hit on her. Temptation and harmless flirtation beckoned. 

Then her mind caught up to her hormones and told her something was off. He spoke as if they were in this together, but she’d reviewed all the vendor contracts just this morning in preparation. She’d stake her entire paycheck for this event on not having one for a videographer. “Back up a minute. Now I need to turn the question back to you. Aren’t you a wedding guest?”

“Nope. I told you, we’re with True Life Productions.” He reached forward and tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear. His glancing touch sent a shiver down her spine. Ivy wanted to dismiss it as an unwelcome distraction. Oh, who was she kidding? There was nothing unwelcome about his fingers trailing softly from her ear down the side of her neck. Irritated at her body’s betrayal, she swatted his hand away.

“But the bride and groom didn’t hire a videographer.” Ivy took a deep breath and smoothed her hair to make sure the triple layer of hairspray still held the majority of her French twist in place. “Look, I didn’t plan this whole wedding. Day-of coordination means I only show up to run the rehearsal and actual wedding day. But Tracy and I met last month to discuss all the details. We went over every vendor contract. You must have your dates or venue wrong,” she insisted.

“Chicago. Great Hall of Café Brauer. Sunset. Third weekend in April.” Bennett ticked the points off on his fingers. “It all adds up to me. Why do you care, anyway? Got something against videographers? Cause if that’s it, you can relax. I’m also the director, and as a rule, we’re much more suave and exciting.” He waggled his eyebrows at her.

Ivy bit back a smile at his antics and mustered a stern glare. “I care because this wedding cost a fortune, and I’m sure your services run into the thousands.” Then she remembered a seminar on con artists from her last association meeting, and another possible angle flashed through her mind. “Are you the ambulance chasers of the wedding world? Do you follow catering trucks around to find the hot weddings? Is this a scam, where you show up and tape everything, and then strong arm the bride and groom into paying?” 

“Oh, they aren’t paying for us. We’re paying them.”

Utter confusion swamped her. They were talking in circles. The clink of glassware filtered in from the hallway. It was a timely reminder the caterers had yet to place the wineglasses and water goblets on the tables. Once they finished, she would set the place cards in their Star of David-shaped holders and hand-written menus. In other words, lots to do and the clock was ticking. A glance at her watch confirmed less than two hours before the wedding march began. Her to-the-minute itinerary didn’t include a time slot to solve the mystery of the uninvited, albeit borderline irresistible video guy! “Bennett—” 

“Call me Ben.” He rose from the chair, and Ivy was forced to tip her head back a little to maintain eye contact. Easily several inches over six feet, most of it was in his legs. The satin stripe on his tuxedo pants only emphasized his height. “I can see what happened. Tracy didn’t tell you she won the contest. Probably thought you’d flip out or something. Most wedding coordinators aren’t wild about us interfering with the big day.”

“What contest?”

“Our show holds a contest every year. Whoever wins not only gets featured on the show, but we pay for their honeymoon. The only catch is that if they do win, we have to tag along and film the whole thing.”

“What show?” Suspicion reared inside her. Reality wedding shows were a dime a dozen, and Ivy loathed most of them. Her profession tended to be portrayed in an unflattering light. 

He ran a hand back and forth along the ladder-back chair. Carefully pushed it back into place at the table, tucking it neatly under the bright yellow tablecloth. “WWS. You know, Wild Wedding Smackdown.” Ben, anticipating her reaction, at least had the grace to wince. 

It took a concerted effort not to let her jaw drop to the floor. Without a doubt his show was the worst of the lot. It featured two couples, each trying to upstage the other with lavish ceremonies and over-the-top receptions. The brides invariably sniped at each other on Twitter, made horrible catty remarks in behind-the-scenes video diaries, or stole a great band right out from under the other’s nose. Really, it was like watching high school students fight to have the best prom.

“Please tell me you’re joking.” Her head reeled. How could one of her weddings be featured on that classless catfight? The millions of people who watched wouldn’t know she was hired at the last minute to only do day-of coordination. They might even assume she pushed the bride and groom into participating. This broadcast could ruin her reputation in Chicago, the reputation she’d carefully honed and polished over the past six years. It was a nightmare, pure and simple.

“Wish I was.” He looked over both shoulders, then whispered in her ear. “Just between you and me, I hate it too.” 

“Oh, well, that fixes everything!” Sarcasm weighed down her words.

“I mean it.” Ben came around to crouch in front of her and took her hands. The surprisingly intimate gesture from a man she’d just met startled her. Of course, between carrying her and checking for injuries, he’d already run his hands over most of her body. Still, this moment felt different somehow. Very personal, very connected.

“Ivy, I can tell you’re upset. You turned white as a ghost the minute I said WWS. Trust me, I’ve worked on the show long enough to know it’s a piece of crap. I’ve been trying to get off of it since day one. As a matter of fact, I just got promoted at True Life. Tonight’s my last gig.” 

His thumb brushed in a soothing pattern over her knuckles. It took a huge effort to split her focus between his words and the tingles he sent zinging up her arm. “Well, goody for you. So glad you’re moving up in the world while I’m about to crash and burn.”

“It won’t be that bad.”

She rolled her eyes. The blatant understatement didn’t deserve a response.

“I know you hate the show, and I hate the show, but millions of people out there love it.”

“Millions of people watch NASCAR just for the crashes,” she shot back. Who knew it was possible to be this depressed while a tall blond hunk caressed her?

“Listen to me. Don’t look at the glass as half empty. Everyone knows it’s impossible to control a bride. They won’t blame you for the bad stuff, but you’ll get credit for all the good stuff.”

The only good side that immediately sprang to mind was meeting Ben. Unfortunately, it was a purely personal perk, and in no way could help save her career. And for all she knew, he might disappear the moment she calmed down. Meanwhile, in a matter of weeks her face would be in high definition on television screens handing out the tacky favors; water bottles plastered with a picture of the happy couple chugging beer at the bar where they met. The smothering weight of despair began to settle over her when his voice caught her attention.

“Think of it as advertising, unparalleled nationwide exposure. It may be hard to believe, but we get a ton of calls after each episode.”

“Oh, I believe it!”

Ben squeezed her hands. “Not complaints. People want to hire the vendors we feature, like the planner and the florist.”

The thick fog of panic clouding her brain receded a little. “Really?”

“Yes. Trust me, tonight could wind up to be the biggest opportunity you ever get.” His blue eyes, mere inches away from hers, radiated sincerity. She wanted to believe him, because frankly the alternative was unthinkable and ulcer inducing. And really, since Tracy and Seth signed a contract, what choice did she have?

Ivy closed her eyes, took a second to regroup. “I’ll make you a deal.”

“Sounds interesting. Always a good sign when a beautiful woman propositions me.” Ben doled out a slow, suggestive smile while at the same time his lids drooped to create the effect of bedroom eyes. It was undoubtedly a practiced look, and potent enough to bring any unsuspecting woman to her knees. Ivy saw the smile for what it was: a sucking vortex of charisma and sex appeal. One she would resist. Or at least would resist until he agreed to her terms.

“I won’t hold up a giant sign saying ‘Wild Wedding Smackdown Sucks!’ during the ceremony if you agree to erase the footage of my fall. Honestly, Tracy and Seth have enough planned for tonight to give you lots of crazy outtakes. You don’t need me.”

“Prove it. What could beat a beautiful woman somersaulting down the stairs?” Now his eyes sparked with the hint of a challenge.

Ivy crossed her arms, accepting the challenge. “Okay. You probably know this from whatever they told you to win the stupid contest, but it’s an interfaith marriage. We’ve got both a rabbi and a priest, and if last night’s rehearsal is any indication, they can’t stand each other. Same goes for the families. It was like being caught in the middle of a turf war.”

“Come on, how bad could it be?”

“The rehearsal lasted three hours.” Ivy shook her head as she remembered the endless bickering. “They fought over everything. Where to stand. What order to stand in. Who goes first. The parents cursed, the grandparents yelled, a couple cousins got into a shoving match, and finally the happy couple joined in. Tracy actually threw her ribbon bouquet from the bridal shower at one of the readers and knocked his glasses off. It took me an hour to negotiate a truce about which side of the aisle to seat the bride’s family.”

Ben gave a long, low whistle. “Sounds like a fun group. Would’ve been great to get on film. Doesn’t do me any good now. Maybe they got it all out of their systems. With my luck, they’ll be on their best behavior. I need a guarantee of something really big, something our viewers will talk about for days.”

She realized he truly had no idea of what was in store for tonight. As hard as it was to believe, Tracy must’ve kept a lid on her big secret. Delighted, Ivy stifled a grin and tried to look thoughtful. “Bagpiper in a kilt?”

“Run of the mill.”

“Bride and groom in a paddleboat?”

“Decent, but not as good as you doing a header down the stairs.” He surged to his feet. “Sorry, but if you can’t bring anything better to the table, something with real shock value, we don’t have a deal.”

She pursed her lips, took a beat. “How do you feel about a skydiver?”

His mouth dropped open, then he shook his head slowly and raised a warning hand. “Don’t toy with me.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it.” His reaction was everything she’d hoped. And their quick back and forth was the most fun she’d had all week. Now the tables were turned. She was once more in control of the situation. 

“Seriously? A skydiver? What the hell for?” He sounded incredulous. 

“He’s bringing the rings.” An array of emotions washed across his face; excitement, amusement and disbelief. Giggling at his reaction, she jumped up. Her bruised knees sent up a protest, but after a quick wince she pushed the discomfort aside. Grabbing his hand, she pulled Ben over to the window. The majestic stone hall sat at the edge of a pond that bordered the Lincoln Park Zoo. “Do you see the dock for the paddleboats? If everything goes according to plan, he’ll land there.”

“As landing strips go, this one doesn’t leave much room for error. What happens if he misses?”

“Funny, that’s exactly what I wondered. I consulted a map of the zoo, and my best guess for an accidental landing is the zebra or kangaroo exhibit.”

“Which means no chance of life-threatening injuries, but a damn good chance of a kangaroo chasing a parachute?” Ben grabbed Ivy by the shoulders and kissed her hard and fast on the lips. The kiss was more than a peck. She’d classify it as a smooch. Just long and firm enough to tell her this man knew how to kiss. Not quite long enough to make her head spin, but it did wake up every nerve ending between her pale pink toenails and the pearl studs in her ears. Of course above all else, it made her want more. To her dismay, he released her and spun back to the window, probably plotting camera angles.

“It’s like Christmas and my birthday all wrapped up in one gigantic present.” The words tumbled out of him in a rush. “The skydiver’s enough to make my boss dance a jig. But the chances of something going wrong are huge, and if it does, the show’s fans will go crazy. I can’t believe this is happening on my last shoot!”

His level of excitement surprised her. “Tracy must’ve told you she’d planned something exciting in order to win your contest and get on WWS.”

“Had no idea. She didn’t have to qualify or anything. We pick the names out of a hat. What makes this show different is the couple lets us follow them on the honeymoon. You’d be amazed the way couples fall apart on their honeymoon, and we’re there to capture every tear, every thrown drink, and every night the groom winds up on the sofa of the bridal suite.”

So much for happily ever after. “It sounds depressing.”

Ben shrugged. “Can’t let it get to you. I mean, these people would get into it with or without the cameras. The divorce rate is still over fifty percent in this country.”

Ivy swatted his arm. “Don’t use that word!” Did the man have no sense at all?

His head snapped around. “What word?”

“The D word.” He still looked mystified. “Divorce,” she said in a pointed whisper. 

“Why not? It’s a statistic, not an omen.”

“Even if you aren’t superstitious, it seems flat-out rude to mention that word on a wedding day. This is the one day when the whole world revolves around their love. One beautiful, untarnished day when everyone puts their petty arguments to the side and concentrates on the magic of love.” Ben looked at her like she’d just sprouted wings.

“You can’t really believe that load of crap,” he said flatly.

Ivy was used to this reaction, but it still stung every time. “First of all, I believe it with every fiber of my being.”

“Do you believe in the Tooth Fairy, too?”

“Secondly,” she pressed on, despite his interruption, “it doesn’t matter if you or I believe it. It’s my job to give clients the perfect day. They have to feel the cartoon hearts floating overhead and doves carrying a happily-ever-after banner. Whether it’s an illusion or reality, they get to live that fantasy for eight hours.” 

Hands shoved deep in pockets, he held her steady gaze, considering. After a minute he nodded. “You’ve got a point. I bet you’re really good at your job.”

“I try.” Ten years of hard work scrabbling her way up the competitive Chicago wedding ladder were wrapped up in those two words. 

“Well, for you, I’ll give it a shot. As of this moment, I’ll officially table my cynicism, my completely realistic view of relationships, and years of experience.”

Wow. It was both surprising and sad how many pounds of emotional baggage weighed down that single sentence. His past must be littered with heartbreak and disappointment. And to Ivy, there was almost nothing sadder than a person who didn’t believe in true love. But this time her pity was overshadowed by annoyance at his condescending tone. “Don’t put yourself out on my account.”

“No, I mean it. You’ve made quite the impression. I don’t want to be the big dark cloud on your perfect day.”

She squinted up at him. “Really? No mocking? No snide comments behind my back to your camera guy? No barely veiled hostility aimed at the groom?”

He spread his hands wide, the picture of innocence. “What can I say, Ms. Rhodes? You turned my day around with the possibility of an utter train wreck, then capped it off with a kiss. In my book, that means I owe you a favor. I figure a sunny disposition is the nicest way to repay you.”

“You know you stole that kiss,” she grumbled. It still rankled how quickly he’d ended it.

“Fair enough.” Ben edged closer, and Ivy automatically countered, which brought her flush against the window niche. He caged her in by resting his hands on the deep window sill. She was forced to arch her back in order to meet his eyes. The position thrust her breasts against the stiff lapels of his tux jacket. All the air in the room vanished, and her heart thudded. Without a doubt, Ben was back in charge, and she was merely along for the ride.

“Next time will be different.”

“How do you know? I mean,” she hastily corrected herself, “what makes you think there will be a next time?”

He chuckled, and kept that sea-blue gaze locked on her. “Certain things in life are inevitable. Sunrise. Hunger. And my kissing you again. Something ignited between us the minute I picked you up. Don’t try to deny it.”

Heat suffused Ivy’s face. Ben lifted his left hand to stroke the spot on her neck where her pulse fluttered rapidly. It was a light touch, and he used only a single finger to trace the path of her vein. It was one of the most erotic moments of Ivy’s life. The room, the wedding, the people banging glasses in the hallway disappeared. Her world shrank to a single patch of skin. And yet at the same time, she registered chills racing through her entire body. With a flutter of lashes her eyes closed.

“Are you the wedding planner?” A harsh, accusing voice bellowed across the hall. Ivy’s eyes flew open. Ben’s expression was unreadable as he stepped back and turned to face the interloper. She pushed off the window sill with a deep breath.

“Yes, I am. What can I do for you, sir?”

A man resplendent in full Scottish dress hustled toward her. The chain on his sporran clattered with every step. His kilt swished in a very unmasculine fashion, tartan plaid trailing behind him. “You can give me my money. The wedding’s in less than two hours and I haven’t been paid yet. There’ll be no bagpipes down the aisle unless you pay me what I’m rightfully owed. Five hundred dollars. In cash.”

The last vestige of delicious romance left her system. In its place, Ivy donned a practiced, calming smile. A threat to halt the wedding, a demand for an exorbitant amount of cash she didn’t have—it was another average day at work.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Meticulous planning will enable everything a man does to appear spontaneous. ~ Mark Caine

Ollie ran in, camera at the ready on his shoulder. Ben waved his hand to indicate he should keep rolling and received a nod of acknowledgement. It didn’t surprise him that Ollie was hot on the trail of the unhappy bagpiper. The kid had great instincts, and could sniff out trouble brewing a mile away. 

“No stalling, now. You can’t treat me like this. I demand full payment immediately.” The man causing the ruckus was short, bald and full of righteous anger. He slipped in and out of a weak attempt at a Scottish accent every couple of words. The bagpipe cradled like a baby in his left arm was covered in a bright orange plaid. It clashed painfully with the red tartan over his shoulder. Ben wondered how obvious it would be if he slipped on his sunglasses to mute the effect.

“Don’t worry, sir. I’m sure we’ll get everything straightened out.” Ivy’s tone was polite and soothing, her expression placid. Her calm under such an attack was amazing to behold. Ben had seen other wedding planners crumble under far less. She looked so unassuming in her pink dress, but the petite brunette clearly had a spine of steel. 

“There’s nothing to straighten out. I want my money. Period.”

“If I could get your name...” Ivy’s voice dropped off as she led the man to a table in the center of the hall. Ben trailed behind, staying out of the shot but still close enough to hear everything. He didn’t want to miss a second of the show.

“Robert Bruce.”

Ben snorted. He couldn’t help himself. As producer, he was supposed to be objective and most of all, stay out of everything. But none of the wedding party was around, and it just slipped out. Unfortunately, it caught the attention of the already riled piper.

“What’s your problem?” The man gently settled his bagpipe on a chair and turned to confront Ben, hands on hips.

“Struck me funny, is all.” 

“You wouldn’t be making fun of my name, would you, laddie?”

Another snort escaped him, this time of disbelief. “No way is that really your name.”

Ivy’s eyes shot daggers at him as she rifled through her stack of contracts in a leather portfolio. “Please don’t exacerbate the situation, Bennett.” 

“Hey, it’s a good marketing ploy. Robert Bruce happened to be the biggest hero in Scottish history. Takes a big pair to borrow the name of the guy who freed his country from England.” Ben stroked his chin. “A lot to live up to—some might even say disrespectful.” Although unprofessional and plain wrong to goad the man, he still found it irresistible. This made his fourth wedding in three weeks, and he was fed up with self-important jerks. He simply didn’t give a damn about this crap show anymore. Thanks to his promotion, today’s event hummed with a last day of school sensation of impending freedom. 

“Are ye casting aspersions on my lineage?” Robert Bruce bristled like an over-furled rooster.

“Come on! Using the word laddie doesn’t make you Scottish. I peg your real accent as pure Long Island, not Loch Ness.”

Bruce’s shoulders slumped. And with his next words, the burr disappeared completely. “Alright, you got me. I’m just trying to make a buck. People like to think they’ve hired the real McCoy. What’s the big deal? It’s not a crime.”

“No, but extortion is.” Ivy charged forward, brandishing a sheaf of papers. “My clients paid you in good faith, and you storm in here demanding more? How dare you?”

“All they gave me was a deposit. I don’t care about their good faith. I want my five hundred dollars.” His tone was surly.

“Then you’d better check your bank account, because that’s where it is.” Ivy thrust the papers under his nose. “Isn’t this a receipt, signed by you, acknowledging that Tracy paid you in full over a month ago?”

The seconds ticked by in silence as Bruce skimmed the paper. Then he crumpled the receipt into a tiny ball and tossed it over his shoulder. “Like I said, just trying to make a buck. Works most of the time.” He picked up his bagpipe.

“I won’t tell anyone about this if you agree to stay and play for the entire cocktail hour,” she bargained.

“Hey, I’m only supposed to play the ceremony.”

“True. But if you don’t stay, I’ll get on every wedding website and blacklist you. Then I’ll contact the Better Business Bureau and have them investigate. Wouldn’t it be much less trouble for both of us if you stay an extra hour?” Her tone was sweet and beguiling, in stark contrast to the down and dirty nature of her threat. It was beautiful to watch.

“Now you’ve got me over a barrel. Guess I’ll stay.” Bruce scooped up his bagpipe. “This job used to be easy. Damned interfering wedding planners ruin everything,” he grumbled as he stomped out of the hall.

“Did you get all of that?” Ben asked Ollie.

“You bet. Great stuff!”

“Miss Rhodes, you sure know how to deliver the goods. We haven’t even seen the bride and groom yet and we already have some great footage.” Ben bounced on the balls of his feet in excitement. Talk about ending with a bang. He might not care about the show, but he still loved a great piece of film. “This is going to be one humdinger of a wedding.” 

“You’re lucky I don’t throw you out on your ass!” Ivy hissed. Her glossy lips thinned in anger. “Pull another stunt like that and both of you will be on the sidewalk before you can blink.”

Hmm. So a bit of hellcat hid under the elegant pink dress. Every few minutes she revealed a new side. It sure wasn’t boring to hang out with her. “Don’t have a clue what you’re talking about. But whatever Ollie did, I’ll make sure he apologizes.”

“Not him, you idiot. You’re the one who screwed up!” Her voice rose to a near screech by the last word. And of course, Ollie kept rolling. 

“Turn off the camera and give us a few minutes,” Ben ordered. No way would he allow raw footage of him being scolded by someone who looked like a bridesmaid.

“You don’t have long,” Ollie warned. “I saw some limos pull into the lot right before I came in. This place is about to be flooded with happy wedding people.”

“Go get some best wishes interviews. I’ll be right behind you.” Ben grabbed Ivy’s hand and dragged her back to the window and a shred of privacy. “Was it really necessary to yell at me in front of my assistant?”

“Maybe not,” she conceded after a moment. “But I don’t have time to play nice. We’re about to be overrun with guests.”

He had a watch, didn’t he? Why did everyone keep drumming that into his head? “Yeah, I get that. Mind telling me why you’re so pissed off?”

Ivy huffed out a breath. “I was handling the bagpiper. Or at least, I was until you barged in and made fun of him. You escalated the situation unnecessarily.”

She had a point. Worse, she had a really good point. The kind of mistake even the greenest rookie wouldn’t make. Part of him was big enough to admit that. But the other part, the this is my last day and I don’t give a damn part wasn’t ready to roll over. Perversely, the need to defend himself reared its ugly head.

“Come on, the guy was a jerk. He tried to scam you for five hundred bucks!” 

His rebuttal fell on deaf ears. Her scowl didn’t change. Ivy crossed her arms. She looked like a stern pre-school teacher. It was adorable and intimidating at the same time. “And by following my standard procedures, I caught him and put an end to it. All you did was enrage him.”

Deflection hadn’t worked. Maybe a change of subject would take the edge off her anger. “Before everyone gets here, we should go over the itinerary for tonight.” He reached into his back pocket for his crumpled copy of the schedule.

“It’s your job to record the action, not take part in it.” Guess she wanted to linger on his mistake like a tongue poking a sore tooth.

He flattened the schedule onto the windowsill. “Ouch! The truth really does hurt.”

“So you agree your actions were ill advised?”

Her relentless badgering wore him down. Time to give in. “It was stupid. My head’s not really in the game today. Sorry.” To his complete surprise, a smile broke across her face.

“See? Now I can trust that you won’t let it happen again. Every wedding comes with one stumbling block, and hopefully this was it.” She stuck out her hand. “Let’s aim for a drama-free day.”

“Where’s the fun in that?” Ben took her hand, but didn’t shake. Instead, he rolled it over and traced the inner length of each finger with a feather-light touch. When she responded with a full body shiver, he finished by dropping a kiss on the inside of her wrist where her pulse throbbed furiously. “Am I forgiven now?”

“For what?” Ivy asked on a breathy sigh.

Ben knew enough about women to keep his chuckle all to himself. Still, it felt damn good to fluster the seemingly unflappable planner. “You know, waving a red cape in front of our pseudo-Scottish piper.”

“Oh. Oh!” Ivy’s eyes snapped back into focus, and she jerked her hand out of his. “Fine. Just behave yourself the rest of the day. I’ll be keeping an eye on you.”

I just bet you will, he thought, enjoying the view of her tight ass twitching beneath the satin skirt as she all but ran out of the room.

Ben’s trained eye took in the scene spread out before him like a postcard. Guests clustered on the flagstone patio behind the brick building. The florist had anchored the long runner bisecting rows of white wooden folding chairs with pots bursting with some kind of red and yellow blooms that echoed those in the bride’s bouquet. Wildflowers clumped together in a serpentine border fronting the wide expanse of a clear blue pond. No doubt it’d make for a beautiful shot. He lowered his video camera and called over his shoulder to Ivy picking her way across the moss-covered paving stones.

“Fifty bucks says the skydiver lands in the kangaroo pen.”

Ollie gave his lens a final wipe with the polishing cloth. “I want in on that action. Fifty from me on a pond splashdown.”

“Oh, for goodness sake!” Ivy stopped dead in her tracks. Her head swiveled from one man to the other, then back again. “I don’t wager against my client’s perfect day. Since that’s why they hire me, it strikes me as a bit counterintuitive.”

Ben shrugged with one shoulder, the other currently weighted down beneath his camera. “Well, you could put your money on him sticking the landing, but frankly, it’s a sucker bet.”

“No betting.” She waggled a finger in front of his face, the nail painted the same toe-shoe pink as her dress. “You’ll jinx the whole thing. Brides are highly superstitious.”

“So we won’t tell her.” Ollie caught the cautionary look of death glared his way, and turned tail. Coward. “I’ll be in position over by the guests if you need me.”

“We’re a go in three minutes. Exactly,” Ivy called after him.

Funny joke, seeing as how she had no way of knowing when this guy would plummet from the sky. Except that she didn’t crack a smile. Ben scratched behind his ear, trying to appear nonchalant. Wedding planners could be very territorial. Treading lightly didn’t begin to describe the caution he’d use for fear of being seen as questioning her judgment. The only thing worse than a bossy planner was a ticked off, bossy planner. 

“Don’t you want to wait until you at least have a visual of the skydiver?”

Ivy loosened her death grip on her leather portfolio to grab her skirt before it brushed the tall, weedy-looking things lining the path. “Oh, I’m not worried about Alan. He swears he can adjust his descent and land on the proverbial dime. Besides, all my weddings start on time.”

Ben had rolled tape professionally on almost one hundred weddings. Add to that the dozen he’d attended personally, it made him, if not an expert, at least well versed. Which meant he could count on one hand—scratch that. He couldn’t think of a single time a wedding began at the appointed hour. She must’ve fallen back on her standard convince-the-rubes-five-thousand-dollars-is-reasonable-for-a-wedding-planner spiel by spitting out that empty promise. But they were both vendors. Comrades in arms, for the day, anyway. He wanted to hear her real stats.

“No need to over-inflate your success rate for me. I’m not in the market for a planner.”

“Did I not enunciate?” She slowed her speech and over-pronounced each word. “Every wedding I run starts on time. Ask anyone.”

His jaw dropped. Literally unhinged like a cobra getting ready to swallow an entire wombat. “In that case, you’re more than a mere planner. You’re a freaking miracle worker. How do you do it?”

“I find that people tend to rise to whatever expectations are set for them.”

Ben mirrored her smug, single eyebrow raise and tossed her words back at her. “Really? I find that, given the opportunity, people tend to disappoint on a global scale.” The woman didn’t just wear rose-colored glasses. She lived in a fluffy, cotton candy bubble. One day reality was bound to fly through her air space and crap all over it. 

They rounded the copse of trees hiding the bride. Or rather, the trees that almost managed to hide the super-puffy satin skirt. A red and yellow tartan draped from one shoulder to a belt at her waist. The identically colored bouquet cascaded down to where Ben guessed her knees must be. Her face, though, shone with all the incandescence of his best flash. A light meter couldn’t begin to capture the beams of joy radiating from her eyes.

“Tracy, you are a vision.” With an exaggerated bow, Ben dropped to one knee and kissed her hand. But he also carefully anchored the camera with his other hand, rolling every second. You never knew what would be worth keeping until the editors hacked away at hours and hours of footage to find the cringe-worthy moments that brought the viewers back every week.

“Usually I’d disagree, but today I truly feel beautiful. Good weather, good hair day, great dress. It’s everything I’d hoped.” A tiny, vertical line appeared between her brows. “Or am I so excited I overlooked something? Something obvious and important. Do I have a long string of toilet paper stuck to my shoe?” Like a dog chasing its tail, she turned in a slow circle, looking back over her shoulder.

Ivy smoothed a light hand down the veil, then reached down to twitch Tracy’s skirts even fuller. “No toilet paper, I promise. You shouldn’t worry about those things. It’s why you hired me, remember? To take away all the stress and details of today so you could sit back and bask in starting your new life with Seth.” 

“You’re right. I’ve spent the last fourteen months obsessing over every tiny detail. To say it’s hard to let go, relinquish control, is an understatement.” Tracy’s self-deprecating grin quirked up the corners of her glossy lips. “But I knew I wouldn’t be able to enjoy today if I tried to do it all myself. And my friend Brittney said you were wonderful. You made sure she had fun while you ran the wedding like a Swiss clock. Knowing that makes it a little easier to relax.”

“I’ll make sure there’s a glass of champagne in your hand as soon as you and Seth finish recessing down the aisle,” Ivy promised. “Bubbles tend to jump start the relaxation process.”

Ben marveled at her calm. In his experience, the term wedding planner was synonymous with four-star general. Someone who barked orders into a headset. Bullied the wedding party into order. Ran circles around the bride, fussing and twittering. But not Ivy. She acted as more of a sounding board for the bride, almost like the foam covers around microphones that filter out ambient noise. Even more surprising, she seemed genuinely happy for Tracy. Hard to believe, since an hour before she’d been filled with resentment at being blindsided into appearing on WWS, all courtesy of the bride. 

A breathtaking smile washed across Ivy’s face. The power of it rocked Ben to his core. Just a smile, right? People smiled a dozen times a day. Half the time it was an involuntary reaction, at best. So why couldn’t he resist zooming in, right past Tracy to fill the screen with her twinkling hazel eyes? 

“Tracy, are you ready to marry the man of your dreams?” she asked.

The bride took a deep breath, held it, then nodded. Ivy stepped out from the cover of the trees and raised her arms. Ben trailed her, seizing the opportunity to be the lone voice of reason.

“You’re really not going to wait for the skydiver?”

“No need. He’ll drop down right on time.”

Maybe with her head so firmly in the clouds, she imagined she could see the parachute unfurling already. All Ben knew was that the clear April sky above didn’t hold a plane for as far as he could see in any direction. “Sure, in a perfect world. But this world of ours is light years from perfect.” 

“Your lack of faith is astounding, and more than a little insulting.” She moved her arms up and down in wide gestures, out to the sides.

“What are you doing? Trying to flag down the next plane that soars by and hope it’s got a spare set of wedding rings and a guy willing to jump down with them?”

“Semaphores.” 

Ben blinked. “You lost me.”

“A signaling system, usually with flags. Of vital importance to the British Navy during the Napoleonic Wars. Lets me communicate with my assistant Julianna silently, to let her know we’re ready to begin. I picked up the basic alphabet years ago as a lifeguard.”

He craned his head to see a short woman with a sleek brunette pixie cut signaling in their direction from the open second floor porches where the guests congregated. Ben hadn’t noticed Ivy even had an assistant. Talk about working smoothly behind the scenes! His admiration for her skill kicked up another few notches. With her running the show, his last official event for WWS might just come off without a hitch. And wouldn’t that drive his producers nuts! 

“So no headsets or walkie talkies for you two?”

Ivy snorted. “It’s a wedding, not a space shuttle launch. They’re a measure of last resort for oversized events.”

Ben pressed on. Maybe the viewers would be interested in the behind-the-scenes minutiae. Of course, he really wanted to see if she’d throw off her own vaunted schedule by talking with him. “Such as?”

“Filipino weddings, for example, utilize sponsors in the ceremony. Their typical bridal parties are over fifty people. Imagine that many people squeezed up the stairs, into a choir loft to line up for the processional. If I’m at the back with the bride, there’s no way to see or hear the front of the line. Times like that, Julianna and I utilize electronics out of necessity. But for a wedding this size, I’d call it sheer pretention.” She walked to the edge of the pond and waved at the first bridesmaid and groomsman. Each of the four pairs floated in their own swan boat. Ben hoped none of the groomsmen’s legs gave out midway. Paddleboats could be a real workout.

With perfect synchronicity, the ear-splitting drone of the bagpipe rent the air as the first boat began to move. Ben made sure to get a close up, past the giant curved fiberglass swan neck to the red and yellow tartan yarmulke atop the groomsman’s head. It matched the pattern in the sash around the bridesmaid’s waist. By the time this wedding ended, his eyes would be bleeding red and yellow. One by one, the boats slowly glided across the pond. Ben kept one eye fixed on the cloudless sky. 

To his surprise, a small biplane sputtered into the airspace directly overhead. As the first boat docked, a dark speck dropped from the wing of the plane. Seconds later, a red and yellow plaid parachute ballooned open, slowing the fast free fall. Ivy might’ve actually pulled off this crazy, complicated plan. Deep down, though, Ben still hoped the guy would land in the kangaroo pen. 

“Tracy, as soon as Alan lands you’ll start up the path,” Ivy reminded her. Both women stood, riveted, eyes trained on the now visible man waving a small pillow. Down he gently plummeted. 

Even though he’d told Ollie to get the skydiver, Ben couldn’t resist tracking the descent with his own camera. At this point, a landing on the kangaroos or antelope didn’t appear likely. Alan used his free arm to tug on ropes that corrected his course. By the time the last boat docked, he floated directly over the pond. The center of the pond. Zooming in, Ben could see lines of grim determination around his mouth as he yanked at the cords, but it was too late. With a mighty splash, Alan landed in the water, his parachute a bright spreading splotch on the serene blue surface.

He switched his focus to the open mouthed bride. Surprisingly, next to her Ivy still looked the picture of calm. Only her clenched fists gave any indication of alarm at the turn of events. Ben checked his watch and didn’t bother to stifle the belly laugh surging out of him. He poked her in the arm. 

“Gotta hand it to you. He’s right on time.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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Marriage is popular because it combines the maximum of temptation with the maximum of opportunity. ~ George Bernard Shaw

Ben thought about muting the sound, but then remembered it wasn’t his job to be sensitive. From day one, the directive had been crystal clear—keep rolling no matter what, especially if things get ugly. The weirder and more embarrassing, the better. His producers weren’t fans of simple, beautiful events. They craved tears, hair pulling, name calling and objects hurled across the room. Not the most caring mission statement to follow, but it paid the bills. 

So he stood by and recorded Tracy’s shrill squeals for posterity. The nearby zoo animals were probably going crazy from the noise. And it was a sure bet the guests, even all the way on the opposite side of the pond, could hear, too.

“My wedding is ruined. Ruined! How are we supposed to get married without rings? I knew Alan would screw this up. He’s Seth’s most useless friend.” The serene bride had vanished, replaced by a foot-stomping, hand-shaking virago. “It took the idiot an extra year to finish college because he slept through four of his final exams, two semesters in a row. He’s failed the CPA exam twice, so he does the books for his father’s company. At the bachelor party in Vegas, he got everyone thrown out of the casino. But this—this is too much to believe, even for Alan.”

Her face an implacable mask, Ben watched Ivy’s eyes slowly track the waterlogged man wade out of the pond, his sodden parachute dragging behind him. He gave a weak wave at the guests, indicating the landing left him in one piece. When Tracy finally paused for a breath, Ivy leapt into the breach.

“Don’t say another word,” she ordered. It amused him the way she channeled the firmness of a school teacher. “Alan didn’t ruin your wedding. There’s no question that he made himself look like an idiot. But as long as you and Seth promise to love each other forever, this wedding is perfect.”

Tracy sucked in a breath, then another. Ben could see the physical effort she put into smoothing out the crease between her eyebrows. The white knuckle grip on her bouquet eased up a little. But then her eyes narrowed. “I don’t see the ring pillow. Bad enough I’m going to have to follow his trail of water and pond scum down the aisle. Where is the ring pillow?”

Ivy swung her gaze over to Alan, using both his hands to shrug out of the harness. Yards of yellow and red fabric puddled around his feet, but there was no sign of a puffy satin square sporting a set of rings. “In the pond, I imagine,” she said, matter-of-factly.

Ben bit back a guffaw at the last second, turning it into a cough. She cracked him up. One minute acting like love solved all the problems of the universe, and the next blithely laying out the cold, hard reality of the situation. How could someone simultaneously be so practical and yet so mushy? Like a candy bar, her gooey center wore a hard outer shell of crunchy sensibility.

All the color leeched from Tracy’s face. Ben braced himself, one foot ahead of the other. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d had to leap to catch a fainting bride. He had two cracked camera lenses and a faint scar on his left knee to prove it. In the mother of all mood swings, Tracy’s shock wore off in a second, replaced by anger. Heat raced up from her chest, turning everything above her lacy neckline the same bright crimson as her flowers. 

“Do you know how much those rings cost? More than shitheaded Alan makes in a year. Seth’s band is titanium, and mine is platinum with twenty-seven channel-set diamonds. All fucking flawless. How are we supposed to get married without rings?”

Yup, he could see why the producers chose her for Wild Wedding Smackdown. When the price tag became more important than the priceless memories, then a couple was considered good fodder for the show. Their viewers favored lowbrow, impolite and downright uncouth antics. Nothing like playing to the lowest common denominator.

Ivy dug into the bag she’d propped against the far side of their sheltering tree. A moment later she produced a white pillow, complete with rings. Spring sunlight glinted off the band of diamonds? No, they couldn’t be real. No way did she carry around a spare set of actual rings. But if they were Seth and Tracy’s, why weren’t they at the bottom of the pond? Ivy hitched up her skirt with one hand, and presented the pillow to Tracy with the other.

“Breathe and count to ten.” Using her elbow, she bumped up Tracy’s bouquet so the flowers surrounded the bride’s nose. Not missing a step, she hurried forward to stop Alan from coming any closer. Too bad. Ben would’ve paid good money to watch Alan try to blunder his way through an apology. The bride looked like a scratcher.

Ivy handed over the pillow and with a shove in the small of his back, sent Alan on his way toward the Great Hall. As predicted, each squishy step left a wet mark on the cement and a few globs of mud and greenish muck, souvenirs from the bottom of the pond. A few more of those flashy arm signals at her assistant, and the piper switched to the wedding march. 

“Time to start your new life with Seth.” With a beaming smile, she pulled Tracy out from behind the tree. After a quick assessment, she then moved her over a few steps to the right so the spotlessly white dress wouldn’t drag through Alan’s slime trail. She gave a final floofing of the long train as Tracy began the walk down the path. 

Once she was out of earshot, Ben couldn’t hold in his question another second. He swung the camera to face Ivy. “What was that bait and switch you pulled on her? Are those rings a couple of great fakes you dug out of a Cracker Jack box?”

“Of course not. Those are the real rings, and the real ring pillow, for that matter. Didn’t you notice the red and yellow tartan ribbon tied around the bands?”

“Then what did Alan risk his life carrying down thousands of feet through the ozone layer?”

Ivy’s lips upturned in a slow, sly smile. “A cheap imitation.”

Ben almost bobbled the camera. “Did the bride and groom know?”

She shook her head from side to side. “They only needed to know that when it was time, the rings would be there. Why worry them with logistics? Wedding rings are an integral part of a sacred ritual.” Her stern, all-business expression settled like a mask onto her face. “I don’t trust them to a four-year-old, no matter how cute his first tuxedo is. I don’t trust them to a dog wearing an adorable bow tie. There wasn’t a chance in the world I’d risk them on a skydive. Last night at the rehearsal I gave Alan the stunt pillow.”

“You may talk a good game about romance and true love, but behind it all you’ve got a ruthless core of practicality.”

And then she sniffed. By the third sniff, Ben figured it out.

“You’re crying, aren’t you?”

A quivering finger pointed at Tracy, entering the building. “Every bride, every time. I can’t help it. The shiny promise of a lifetime of love always tears me up.”

Ben lowered the camera to the ground and shook the pins and needles out of his arm. He used his other to dig in his back pocket for a handkerchief. “Here. Blot away.”

“You’re quite the well-prepared gentleman. Thank you.” Ivy dabbed below each eye. They must teach that to girls the same time they learn how to put on makeup. How to whisk away tears smudge free, in three easy steps. “I don’t know how anyone can stay dry eyed at a wedding.” 

“Easy. Know the divorce stats.” 

“What a horrible thing to say.” She froze in the act of refolding his handkerchief, her eyes round circles of wounded naiveté. “You can’t really be that cynical.”

“Wanna bet?” Ben picked up the camera and took off for the Great Hall. No reason to stick around and listen to her attempt to defend the mythical sanctity of marriage. Too many women had already tried to flog that dead horse in front of him. Didn’t work. He was immune. 

Not to say he didn’t like women. All it took was a single, sassy glance—kind of like the one Ivy leveled at him a few hours ago—and he’d be in pursuit. Chasing women was fun. Flirting even more fun, and a sweaty round between the sheets ranked right up there with an island vacation home. Great while you were there, but just a financial and emotional drain once out of sight.

“The divorce rate is actually in decline in the United States. Some studies put it as low as 41percent. And 81percent of college graduates stay married. It’s all how you mix and sift the numbers.” Ivy popped up at his elbow-spewing statistics like a twisted version of a jack-in-the-box. He’d heard it all before. Seen the same sleight of hand employed by guys running street games on hapless tourists in Battery Park.

“You know how to avoid losing at a shell game? Don’t play.”

“Marriage isn’t a con. It’s a miracle.”

“Right up there with walking on water, huh? Too bad we didn’t see any of that today.”

“In a world filled with billions of people, it is a miracle,” Ivy repeated stubbornly, “when two people find their soul mate. Once paired up, they take a leap and pledge themselves to each other for the rest of their lives.”

Ben lowered his voice as they entered the building, stopping at the steps where they met. “You’re right. It’s a miracle anyone is that gullible. Or stupid. Take your pick.”

Cocking her head, she tapped a single, slim finger against her chin. Gave him a thoughtful look, which he assumed could only mean trouble. “Oh, I see. You’re messing with me. Trying to get my goat, as it were. All so you can run a promo with a thirty-second hook to reel viewers into the next episode. Something like watch the crazy wedding planner lose her cool.” 

He refrained from pointing out that the camera currently hung from his hand at knee height. Lens cap on, power off. If her misconception meant her saccharine tirade might wind down, he’d keep his mouth shut. Why stir the pot? Although she did look even prettier with the glint of battle in her hazel eyes and a pink flush in her cheeks. The kiss he’d grabbed earlier put the taste of her on his mouth. Not long enough to qualify as an appetizer, the peck had been barely an amuse bouche. Now he wanted to go back for a full, seven-course meal of her lips and the tight little package that went with them. 

Ivy barreled on. “Well, it won’t work. The key to being a successful wedding consultant is to remain calm, no matter what problems an irate mother or drunken groomsmen may toss at you. Not to toot my own horn, but I’m quite successful. My serene disposition is a thing of wonder.”

Oh yeah, she gave him lots to wonder about. How long her hair would be once he pulled the pins out of its tight twist on the back of her head. If her underwear—and her nipples—were the same pale pink as her dress and shoes. How many licks it would take to turn her serenity into breathless pants of pleasure.

Then Ben remembered there were over one hundred people on the other side of the door, and he had a job to do. “We should catch the end of the ceremony, your serene highness.”

Ivy surprised him with a giggle. “Wait and see. You may mock me now, but by the end of the night, it’ll ring true when you call me the Queen of Calm. The Princess of Peace.”

“The Dispassionate Duchess?”

“Don’t use that one.” She tossed him a saucy wink over her shoulder as she ran up the stairs to watch from the balcony. “I’m plenty passionate.”

Ben hefted his camera back up, using her well-shaped calves to check the focus. This could turn out to be the best last-day-on-the-job ever.

––––––––
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IVY TOED OFF ONE SHOE, then the other. The cool stone of the portico soothed her aching feet. Eight hours of countless trips up and down the stairs, tromping around part of the zoo for pictures and basically running herself ragged to always stay one step ahead of the bride and groom took its toll, even in flats. 

The four-tiered cake (red velvet and lemon, once more mirroring the wedding colors) was cut. She’d convinced a few of the burlier groomsmen to help her move the presents to the parents’ cars. A white stretch limo idled, ready to whisk the happy couple to a swanky hotel with a view of Lake Michigan. Although why a couple embarking on their honeymoon needed a view escaped her. If it was her wedding night, she sure wouldn’t spend it gazing out the window. 

The persistent bass throb from the dance floor below pulsed in time to the low throb at the base of her skull. A few more songs and she could call it a night. Sighing, Ivy rested her elbows on the wide, rough-hewn stone window ledge. 

“Care for a drink?” asked a low, male voice. 

The stock answer popped out before she slipped back into her shoes and turned around. “Thank you for the offer, but I don’t drink on the job.”

“Scared you’ll get wasted and flash all the overweight spinsters doing the Electric Slide?”

That spun her around fast. “Bennett Westcott. Why am I not surprised? You don’t have even a modicum of respect for this wedding, do you?”

“Sure I do.” He brought out a bottle from behind his back and slowly waggled it back and forth. “They served Veuve Clicquot champagne. I very much respect the good taste of whoever paid for a dozen cases of the stuff.”

Ivy kicked her shoes off again, relieved she didn’t have to put her game face back on quite yet. “Tracy’s father bought the bubbly to celebrate his daughter’s happiness. If you don’t share his sentiment, you’d better have a darn good excuse for drinking it.”

“Au contraire, thou sweet champion of love. You’ve got me all wrong.” Ben sidled closer, leaning his hip next to hers on the wall. The sweating bottle he sat on the ledge, using it for leverage while he pulled out the cork. It slid free of the neck with a muted pop, followed by a quiet hiss of bubbles pushing for freedom. He hefted the bottle in the air as if lifting a glass for a toast.

“I, Ben Westcott, do solemnly vow that I believe today is the happiest day of Tracy’s life.” He took a quick swig, straight from the bottle.

“Aha!” She knew he’d see the light. No one could resist the magic of a wedding. Love became tangible, frothing the air as effervescent as the bubbles he’d just swallowed.

“So far,” he slowly intoned. “To be specific, she’s happy today. No guarantees about tomorrow, or a month from now, or even a year.”

No camera in sight, and yet still he baited her? Didn’t he get that she was quite simply classier, not to mention far more tactful, than the wedding coordinators usually profiled on WWS? He could keep trying to push her buttons, but she refused to give him any more fodder for the show. There’d be no getting a rise out of her tonight. 

“How about we meet in the middle, and agree the bride and groom had a wonderful day?”

“I can stipulate to that condition.” Ben took another drink, then set the bottle down right next to her hand. “Thanks to you. It’s really impressive, the knack you have for being in three places at once. Ollie and I could barely frame you in a shot before you’d dart off again. Never broke a sweat, and your smile never wavered. I know, because I watched for it.”

“You smile stalked me?” Ivy didn’t know how to feel about that. She tugged at the idea from all sides, like trying on a new dress in front of the mirror. A few reactions popped right up; a little intrigued, a little embarrassed—and a lot flirty.

“Catalogued you,” Ben corrected. With one blunt-tipped finger, he traced slowly from her ear to her chin, electrifying every pore he passed over. 

“The beaming, full-of-pride smile you shared with all the parents. The joyful smile you used with Tracy and Seth. The indulgent yet chastising smile you bestowed on the groomsmen when you took tequila shots away from a couple of teenagers. Oh, and the worn out but satisfied smile you gave Julianna when you told her to go home.” 

Now his finger moved along her lower lip. Ivy couldn’t resist when he pushed the corners up into a smile. It took all her energy not to let her mouth fall open and her tongue roll out.

“Why did you send Julianna home? Wedding’s not over. You’re still here, the DJ’s still rocking out the crowd. You’ve got to be just as worn out as her.”

So true. No matter how many hundreds of weddings Ivy did, the exhaustion never lessened. Hardened planners simply learned how to ignore it and work through it. And sleep in the next day. No client darkened their doors the day after an event before eleven. “There isn’t much left to do. At this point in a wedding, I’m just killing time until the bride and groom leave. Present in body, in case there’s a crisis, but in all honesty, not doing anything. No reason for two of us to stand around doing nothing.”

Ben lifted his finger to tuck a stray wisp of hair behind her ear. The resulting goose bumps had absolutely nothing to do with the lake breeze rustling the nearby branches. “Which is exactly why most planners shove the end of the night close out onto their assistants.”

“Aisle Bound is my company. I won’t make my employees do a task solely because I don’t want to.” Hmm. Sounded very holier than thou. Nobody likes to hang out with a martyr. “We do trade off who gets stuck with it. Might I point out I don’t see Ollie dogging your footsteps. You cut him loose too, didn’t you?”

“About two songs ago. Kid’s never been to Chicago before. He wanted to hit a few bars, and one of the groomsmen steered him toward Rush Street.”

“Nice of you to give him a chance to live it up a little. He’ll have a blast. And probably a killer hangover tomorrow morning. Will you be joining him later?”

Ben snorted out his obvious distaste at the idea. “My clubbing days are behind me. Besides, Ollie hasn’t yet learned that the best place to pick up beautiful women is at a wedding. It just so happens that the prettiest one in the whole place is standing right in front of me.” He kicked her shoes out of the way and moved in front of her, his hard body lined up flush against hers. “According to my information, we have two songs left until we can call it a night. Dance with me.” 

It was a command, not a request. Still, Ivy knew she had to offer at least token resistance. She excelled at brushing off polite and/or drunken requests to drink, to dance, to sit. Men really did view every woman at a wedding as an all-you-can-grab buffet. Everyone from the caterers to gangly teenagers acting on a dare to the ubiquitous groomsmen saw her as fair game. Even, in one extremely awkward situation, the newly divorced father of the bride who’d offered a hefty tip with a wink and a corresponding pinch on her ass. Ivy took random hook-up attempts in stride as just another odd quirk of her job. Sort of like having to wear cocktail dresses and ball gowns to work.

But this time, with Ben’s rangy build pressed against her from shoulder to ankle, for the first time, the polite, automatic rebuff didn’t feel like the right choice. Despite her staunch professional ethics, which she’d always used as the foundation for turning away male attention (after all, you wouldn’t ask a surgeon to dance right after he took out your father’s gall bladder, would you?), Ivy did want to dance with Ben. “We’re both still on the clock,” she protested weakly.

“The guests are a floor below us. Nobody’s been up here since the ceremony ended five hours ago.” His right eyebrow streaked up. “Just a dance, Ms. Rhodes. I promise to leave what I’m sure is your squeaky-clean reputation intact. For now.”

On the dance floor below, the music changed to something slow and romantic. After ten years in the business, Ivy knew almost every song in the standard DJ wedding rotation by heart. And this one was a classic, but for the life of her, she couldn’t remember the name. Or make out the words. A saxophone’s sultry wail acted like a magnet. Ivy lifted her head to meet Ben’s eyes, turned almost black in the shadows. The thrumming beat hovered, vibrating between their bodies.

Ben didn’t wait for her to make up her mind. He grabbed one hand, and moved her other to rest on his shoulder. His strong hand rested in the small of her back. Its weight, its heat commanded the entirety of her attention. Her whole being focused on the five or so inches of skin beneath his palm. A minute change of pressure urged her closer still. They began to sway to the rhythm. The movement brushed the stiff lapels of his tuxedo against her breasts. The satin of her dress wasn’t nearly thick enough to prevent her from feeling it—and thereby switching from exhausted and dreamy to wide awake and very turned on in the blink of an eye. 

Clothes on, hands not near any overtly erogenous zones, Ben somehow managed to tingle her from the inside out. Oh, this guy was dangerous. Walking-a-tightrope-drunk dangerous. Bomb-squad-technician-with-epilepsy dangerous. Discussing-religion-with-the-in-laws dangerous.

“We fit well together. Makes it easy to...dance,” said Ben, a suggestive huskiness in his voice. Was it a line or was he serious? Ivy studied his face, but he stared back, unflinching and unreadable.

“I love to dance.” Lame, horrible response. Ivy pictured herself taking a pop quiz in Flirting 101 and getting back a paper topped with a gigantic red F. Belle talked to the Beast while dancing. Cinderella entranced a prince in a single dance. Why couldn’t she pull it together and flirt with the very handsome man whose pecs rippled beneath her touch? 

“You’re very good at this. Dancing, I mean. Smooth, not jerky.” As opposed to her conversation style, which had all the smoothness of a fifteen-year-old grinding gears in driver’s ed. Ivy never let lust cloud her brain. Romance was what normally spiraled her into speechlessness. Some candles, a bouquet of divine-smelling flowers, and a man could have her in one fell swoop. Ben, with his oddly grating manner, didn’t cause any spikes on her romance-ometer. His hotness, on the other hand, speared off the charts.

“This?” He moved them a few steps away from the low stone wall, deeper into the darkness. “I mastered the eighth grade shuffle sway in...well...eighth grade.” 

Emboldened by she didn’t know what, Ivy moved her hand up to curve around his neck. Her fingers raked through the thick, soft hair she’d itched to touch all day. Its longer than average shagginess gave her more to play with. The sun-streaked color brought to mind a lion’s mane, especially since this dance felt almost as dangerous as tripping the light fantastic with a wild beast. Ben was slick and moved fast. No question that, out of the two of them, he was the ringmaster. However, she didn’t intend to blindly follow his lead like a trained bear.

Ivy tugged out of his grasp to join her hands at the nape of his neck. Everything lined up so that every interesting part of him rubbed against the corresponding part on her. “Now it’s the eighth-grade version. The only thing missing is the pervasive smell of old socks that always lingered in our gym.” Great. Sweaty socks? That was how she stepped up her game? She closed her eyes in mortification. She really needed to stop talking. About five sentences ago.

Ben nuzzled the side of her neck. “You smell like springtime and sunshine.” 

Oh, he was good. If she hadn’t been working, that remark would’ve puddled Ivy at his feet. Made her whip out a marker and write Take Me Now on her forehead. But professionalism (or the tattered shreds of it she stubbornly clung to) prevailed. Her tired legs rallied enough to keep her vertical. “It’s Clinique Happy.”

“Hmm. Must be working. I sure feel happy right now.” He centered both hands in the small of her back, letting their weight nudge her even closer.

Ivy scribbled a mental Post-it. Tomorrow she’d hit the Macy’s in Water Tower Place and stock up on a few bottles. And the bodywash and lotion in the same scent. Who knew this perfume had such a strong effect on men? Well, she’d bathe in the stuff from now on.

“What about you?” asked Ben. “Having a good time, or are you too worn out to follow your own perfume’s advice?”

What to say? Admit he’d charmed his way past her defenses? Gush about the intrinsic romance of their moonlight dance? Confess her fingers literally itched to rip open his shirt and feel his skin? No. A combination of nagging professionalism and her nagging conscience (which sounded eerily similar to her best friend, Daphne) prevented her from taking the next step. Stick to cool politeness. 

“I’ll give credit where credit is due. Dancing with you is a very nice way to end the evening.” 

If his hands drifted even half an inch lower, they’d cross the line from seductive to groping. Ben didn’t give off a lecherous vibe. Interested, sure, but not grabby. What a shame. The last time Ivy had even the chance of a man’s hands anywhere near her ass was exactly one hundred eighteen days ago. Her disastrous New Year’s Eve date. Which, to put a point on it, did not include any actual touching. Hard to get so much as a kiss and a squeeze out of a man who walked out on her halfway through dinner, leaving her with undrunk champagne and an unpaid bill. 

Ivy had sulked and licked her wounds through January and half of February. But the pervasive spirit of love swirling around Valentine’s Day buoyed her spirits. Unfortunately, readiness to date again rarely coincided with the availability and attention of a decent guy. In a nutshell, Ivy had developed a powerful itch over the last few months. One that Ben Westcott appeared more than capable of scratching. She could only hope for a geologically unlikely earthquake to shift his hands.

“Tell me, Ms. Rhodes, what’s your favorite drink?” Ben pressed her head into the hollow below his collarbone, gently trailing his fingertips back and forth across the nape of her neck.

The answer required no thought whatsoever. Good thing, since her thoughts were centered on the flutters of sensation he raised, like dandelion seeds floating outward on a warm breeze. Bubbly and romantic, she named the first cocktail she’d legally ordered eight years ago and could never resist. “Kir royale.”

“No surprise there. It’s classy, old school and sweet. Just like you. See, you can tell a lot about a person by their drink.” 

“Really? What’s yours?” she countered.

“Scotch. Johnnie Walker Green. I got hooked on their Pure Malt when I worked in London for a while. When they finally started selling it here as the Green label, I knew I could safely return to the States.”

Ivy pondered for a minute. “I’m not sure it gives me any great insight. Maybe that you like to travel?”

“You get a point for trying. What sets this scotch apart is the flavor. As a blend, it’s the sum of all its parts. The taste is creamy and complex, just like a woman.”

Her heart thudded a triple time beat. Ben oozed sensuality, his words spinning a web of desire. “Guess I should be careful before I ask about your favorite food. Our conversation might need to come with an R rating.”

“Get your mind out of the gutter,” he teased. “I asked what you like to drink because I’d like to buy you one. The wedding will be wrapped up in less than half an hour. I’m staying at the Cavendish Grand. Pretty sure I saw a bar right off the lobby swanky enough to mix up a kir royale for you.”

“It’s late.” Even as she said it, the music switched to the last song of the night. Ordinarily she hated the ubiquitous Donna Summer song. Her first year as a wedding planner, she’d heard “Last Dance” close out twenty weddings before she stopped counting. Familiarity certainly breeds contempt when it came to repetition of a cheesy song that truly wasn’t so great to begin with. On the bright side, the despised song did signal the end of her long day. Ivy thought of it as her own personal recess bell. But tonight she clung a little tighter to Ben, for once not wanting the song to end.

“True. I don’t buy it as an excuse, though. You need time to unwind after an event. Now, you can either go home and watch bad television, surf the web, or come sip champagne across from a man who thinks you’re beautiful.”

“So you’re saving me from my weakness for infomercials? The invitation is strictly out of the goodness of your heart?”

“Quite the opposite. The invitation is strictly selfish. I want to taste you, Ivy.” The scrape of his feet against the stones came to a halt. A gentle nudge with his forehead tipped her head back. Their eyes locked. “Why don’t we get a jump on the inevitable? Because I don’t want to wait another moment.”

Ivy had a split second to decide. Stick to her guns—and her professional ethics—and slip out of his arms? Or stay and lock lips with a super sexy man in the moonlight? Really, it was easiest to not decide at all. Her eyelids drifted shut as she waited for Ben to make his move. And waited. Nothing happened. She peeked out from beneath her lashes to see the merest hint of a smirk lifting the edges of Ben’s mouth. Her eyes flew open the rest of the way.

“What? What happened to the tasting and the moment?”

“The moment’s not right until you decide to commit to it. I promised earlier I wouldn’t steal any more kisses from you. Kissing is interactive. A two-way street. You’ve got to choose to slide behind the wheel and turn the key.”

Why did men turn everything in life into a car metaphor? Well, she could play along. Despite showing every sign of being something of a player, Ben had shown her, with that one little pause, that he also had bucket loads of integrity. No sane, single woman could turn down an honest to goodness gentleman. They were a rare breed, and she didn’t intend to waste this particular chance sighting. Time to seize the day...or at least what was left of the night. 

“Oh, my motor’s fully revved. You’d better buckle your seatbelt, Mr. Westcott.”

Ivy tightened her grip around his neck and went up on her tiptoes to reach his mouth. The mouth she’d stared at off and on all day, remembering the firm albeit brief feel of his lips against hers. He wasn’t the only one who wanted a taste. She puckered up and planted a soft kiss. And then Ben quite expertly elbowed his way back into the driver’s seat.

His lips slanted hard across hers, instantly ratcheting the level of heat up from tender to full on sizzle. This was no getting-to-know-you smooch. Ben claimed her mouth with possessive pressure. His teeth nibbled open her lips, allowing his tongue to sweep inside. Her moan of pleasure was all the urging he needed to slide his hands down to not only cup her ass, but lift her off the ground. 

Ivy’s world spun. Under the spell of the spring night, she’d yearned for nothing more than a touch, a quiet kiss. She’d wanted a sip of water to slake her lustful thirst. Instead, Ben’s kisses drowned her in a downpour of passion and heat. The arch of her foot curved around his calf, looking for something to ground her. Each stroke of his tongue ignited an array of sparks behind her closed eyes. He tore his mouth away but hovered his lips a breath away from hers. Eyes heavy lidded, he moved not at all, aside from the pounding of his heart thumping through his tuxedo shirt. Suddenly, she realized what he waited to hear.

“Okay, Ben. You’ve convinced me to have a drink with you.”

A hum of approval sounded low in his throat. He buried his face in the curve of her neck. And then from somewhere behind them, a short high gasp, and the unmistakable crash of glass breaking on the stone floor. Ben’s grip bobbled, but he didn’t drop her. 

“Get your hands off my friend’s ass right now, or I’ll call in someone a lot bigger than me to make you.” 

Mortified, Ivy wriggled down until her feet touched the ground. Bad enough if they’d been caught literally necking by a client or another vendor. That alone would have been reminder enough why she never randomly hooked up with men, and especially not on the job. At least then she could’ve walked away with bruised dignity, but able to bury the memory in a very deep hole. But now, discovered like this, Ivy knew she was in for a solid week of lectures, followed by months of teasing. She peeked around Ben’s wide chest to meet the worried gaze of her best friend.

“You can hold off on the imaginary security, Daphne. I’m fine.”

Ben rebuttoned the tux jacket she didn’t even remember undoing, then turned around. “I assure you, my hands had nothing but good intentions toward your friend’s ass.” He strode to the doorway, skirting around the shattered remains of a vase, and held out his hand. “Bennett Westcott, True Life Productions.”

Daphne wiped her hands on the lavender apron covering her end-of-the-night uniform of jeans and a tee. “Daphne Lovell. Sorry about the mess.” 

“Daphne’s my best friend and business partner at Aisle Bound. She’s an amazing florist.” Ivy talked as fast as possible while slipping back into her shoes. The more she talked, the less chance Daphne would be able to ask what the hell was going on. “She did today’s flowers. I completely forgot you were coming back to get all the vases tonight.”

Daphne brought her hands together over her heart in feigned shock. “You forgot? You forgot a logistical detail about an event?” Her blue eyes narrowed, swept from the top of Ben’s sun-streaked mop of hair, all the way down his more than six feet of handsomeness. “Normally I’d assume the only explanation is a sudden onset brain tumor. But looking at what distracted you, I guess I can understand.”

“You can?” Ivy was floored. Where were the recriminations? The scolding at her stupidity and risking the company’s reputation? 

“God, Ivy, look at him! Who wouldn’t want a nibble? He’s hot, built, and apparently you’ve already hooked him. I say go for it.”

“Ladies, I’m standing right here. Could you maybe not talk about me like I’m sex on a stick?”

“Nope. Now you’ve permanently implanted that imagery in my brain. But I will leave the two of you alone. Have a good time. Oh, and I’ll send someone up here to clean up the vase, so you might want to relocate your frolicking.” Daphne backed away, putting her hand to her ear in a call-me gesture.

A heavy silence thickened the air. The music downstairs had ended. Ivy wasn’t sure what to do with Daphne’s surprising nod of approval. Daphne’s appearance had splashed cold water all over the magical moment. All the reasons why not to go along with Ben flooded back in a rush. And then he took her hand, planting a kiss in her palm and closing her fingers over it like a promise.

Ben locked inky blue eyes with her, deep dimples ratcheting his smile from sexy to irresistible. “So, how about that drink?”
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Marriage has many pains, but celibacy has no pleasures. ~ Samuel Johnson

“I feel like I’m starring in a madcap thirties movie. Rushing into a hotel in the wee hours of the morning dressed in formalwear. If only you wore a top hat,” Ivy mused as she and Ben crowded together into the revolving door.

“Decadent, isn’t it? Until you remember that we’ve been in these clothes since noon, and worked our butts off all day. Kind of takes the shine off the image.” Ben pushed them through into the refined grey and black elegance of the Cavendish Grand lobby. A soaring atrium rose three stories, with one entire wall of windows overlooking the hustle and bustle of Michigan Avenue. The walls were covered in dove grey satin echoed in the chairs and sofas grouped around a cascade of water streaming from the ceiling into a mound of shiny black river stones. Sheets of glass formed the check-in desk, supported by columns of dark granite. 

“Miss Rhodes, welcome to the Cavendish. I wasn’t aware any members of your bridal party were staying with us this evening.” Cool as the cucumber slices Ivy used to de-puff her eyes, the starched British accent caused her to snatch her hands off Ben’s arm as though it were suddenly aflame. Yep, she’d been caught. At this rate, she might as well take out an ad in the Chicago Tribune announcing her intention to let Ben keep kissing her.

“Don’t worry, Gib. Your crack staff hasn’t let you down. Mr. Westcott is one of us. Well, if you only count his actual work as a videographer, and overlook his slimy employer.” No use beating around the bush. Gib would ferret out Ben’s job whether she mentioned it or not. Better to bring it up now and control the spin. She put a hand on each man’s arm. “Gibson Moore is the manager of this lovely facility and one of my dearest friends. Gib, meet Bennett Westcott, who as of about fifteen minutes ago, can proudly state that he no longer works for Wild Wedding Smackdown.”

Gib’s hand was outstretched, ready to shake until she uttered the name of the vile show. Smoothly, he reversed direction to adjust his pinstriped grey pocket square as though it had been his intention all along, and not an evasion. “Are you a guest here at the Cavendish?”

“I am. But you can relax—I don’t have any screaming, hair-pulling brides with me. The bridal party is all staying at the Park Hyatt. We try to maintain a buffer zone from the people we film when not actually at the wedding. Learned that the hard way when a pissed-off maid of honor stole all our equipment one time in Denver. I promise your hotel will remain classy and quiet, exactly like every Cavendish Grand around the world.”

“Then it’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Westcott.” Gib thawed his icily professional smile by a few degrees and shook the offered hand.

“Call me Ben. Any friend of Ivy’s, right?”

“Indeed.” That assessing grey gaze that so eerily matched his surroundings swung back and forth between Ivy and Ben. “So what brings you two here in the shank of the evening?”

“Ivy’s had a long day. Thought I’d get her off her feet and relax her with a little bubbly.”

“Off her feet? I see.” Gib shot his cuffs. He often used the gesture to give him a minute to assess. His eyes slid down to take in Ben’s fingers intertwining with Ivy’s despite her attempts to hide their hands behind the folds of her gown. For she knew Gib’s reserve to be, at best, a complete sham. By breakfast he would’ve used his considerable network of connections in town to spread the word far and wide about her date with Ben. Mocking would ensue, followed by merciless teasing and lots of searching on YouTube for the most reviled, most embarrassing quotes from WWS to rub in her face. 

“We can certainly accommodate you in the Ascot Lounge. Please enjoy a drink with my compliments.” A flick of the wrist produced a card he slid into Ben’s lapel pocket. “As you say, any friend of Ivy’s...” He trailed off, full lips twisting into the restrained, British version of a smirk. 

“Thanks, Gib.” Ben gave him a hearty man-clap on the shoulder. “This is a great way to let off some steam, put the day behind us.”

Her oh-so-polite friend inclined his head an inch, the picture of a perfect gentleman, as opposed to the virulent gossipmonger he’d turn into the second they crossed the lobby. “I’ll be in touch, Miss Rhodes.”

“I have no doubt.” As Ben led her away, she craned her neck around so she could stick out her tongue. Sure enough, Gib’s calm façade had crumbled, and his mouth gaped open. He held one hand at his ear in the gesture used by teenaged girls everywhere indicating that she should call him. Fat chance he’d get any details out of her. At least, not without serious bribery, something on the level of dinner at Vinci on their next wine night.

The Ascot Lounge featured lots of burgundy leather with gold accents, from the deep couches, to the wall of matching books, to the ottomans in front of the fireplace. The only people in the room were the bartender and a tired-looking waitress rolling a stack of silverware into napkins at a table. Ivy sat on a barstool, relieved beyond words to be off her feet. But her physical relief quickly disappeared beneath the weight of anxiety as she watched Ben place their order with the bartender. The intimate bubble in which they’d danced had held up pretty well during their banter on the cab ride to the hotel. Seeing Gib, however, had burst that bubble with all the delicacy of a SCUD missile, and she felt awkward in a dozen different ways. 

Self-conscious, Ivy ran her hand over her still somewhat tidy French twist. Undoubtedly a few limp strands had escaped, and most of her makeup had probably faded. How on earth to pick up where they left off and start flirting again? She knew almost nothing about him. Oh, and how to smother her yawns as the after-midnight, post-event exhaustion caught up with her? Drinks with the handsome stranger had been a bad idea. Far too much pressure. For heaven’s sake, she wasn’t even wearing her date staple, the pink lace push-up bra! Ivy felt the distinct sense of its loss akin to that of an artist who’d left his favorite brush and paints at home, staring at a blank canvas.

Ben pushed a stool aside and leaned sideways on the bar beside her, one elbow propping him up. He’d stuffed his bow tie in a pocket and undone the top three buttons of his shirt. The effect was very debonair. Like George Clooney in Ocean’s Eleven. And no red-blooded woman could resist anyone remotely resembling Clooney. In a rush, Ivy’s anxiety disappeared as quickly as it came, replaced by basic lust. Astounding how Ben put her through an emotional roller coaster without uttering a single word!

“Your kir royale will be ready in a minute. What were you thinking about just now?” He traced the smile brackets around her mouth with a slow, teasing finger. “You’ve got an odd look on your face.”

Crap. Not just a handsome man, but a perceptive one. Ivy scraped the recesses of her mind to come up with a crumb of something, anything but the truth. “When we were talking to Gib, you made it sound as if you’d stayed at a Cavendish Grand before. I wondered where else you’ve been.” Her attempt at misdirection would be great at a church picnic or a quilting club, but it in no way classified as flirting. When would her drink come so she’d at least have something to do with her hands...besides fighting the urge to reach out and toy with the golden hairs cutting across the vee of his unbuttoned shirt?

Now an odd expression crossed Ben’s face. “Where I’ve been is a much longer question than I’m prepared to answer. I will tell you that I’ve stayed in a Cavendish Grand in Berlin, London, Rome, Sydney and Los Angeles.”

Gorgeous, globetrotting guy. It definitely pumped up his sex appeal another few notches. Lent him a worldly rakishness. Except for the utter boredom dripping like sludge off every mention of a far-flung locale. “You tick off those cities like you’re naming mundane freeway exits between Madison and Milwaukee. Where’s your sense of awe, your sense of excitement?”

“A Cavendish hotel is always elegant, always has a fitness center on the seventh floor, a great restaurant, and a concierge that can score tickets to anything for the right price. The view outside the window doesn’t matter so much.”

Was he kidding? “You can’t mean that,” Ivy stated flatly. “I don’t accept it. You’ve stayed in hotels where the view is of ancient palaces, instead of the high-end shopper’s paradise we’ve got here in Chicago. You’ve opened balcony doors to the swirl of exotic accents, and brushed your teeth in another hemisphere where the water actually swirls down the drain in a different direction.”

“Come on, that’s just an old wives’ tale.” Ben punctuated his opinion with a roll of his eyes.

Huh. Nothing disturbed a good rant like a fact check. She’d have to Google it tomorrow and see if he was right. “Maybe so. But still, you’ve walked down the same streets as kings and popes, trod in history’s very path.”

“Did I miss the hidden cameras?” In an exaggerated motion, Ben twisted, looking back over both his shoulders. “Are you filming a commercial for the Cavendish, or are we having drinks?”

“Sorry. When I’m enthusiastic, I tend to get effusive. And since I’ve never had the opportunity to stick a toe outside the United States, you could call me more than a little enthusiastic about travel.”

“If you’re so worked up about it, why don’t you?”

“Why don’t I what?”

Ben waved his hand in expanding circles. “Go. Travel. Stick your toe someplace where they call it a punta.”

“Excuse me? Did you just call me a whore?” 

He barked out a surprised laugh. “No. That’s puta. Why do nice girls always know the dirty words in foreign languages?”

Whoops. “I had the flu last month. I spent three days in bed watching two seasons of The Sopranos. Felt like I picked up a little Italian.” Probably not smart to mention the twenty-episode marathon of Love Boat she’d recently raced through. He didn’t seem the type to appreciate the romantic nuances of one of her favorite classic shows. On the upside, if drinks didn’t go well, she could rush home and knock off another episode. She’d left off at the pivotal change in cruise directors, and couldn’t wait to see how the new one fit in.

“Molto poco. Very little.”

“Maybe, but at least I do feel I learned three surefire ways to dispose of a body.”

“And people say television isn’t educational.” The bartender delivered their drinks, then immediately backed away to the other end of the bar. Ben picked up his rocks glass filled with dark liquid and clinked it against hers. “Here’s to WWS.”

Ivy halted her glass halfway to her mouth. “No. Absolutely not. I won’t drink to that show. And you certainly made no secret of the fact you didn’t like it either. Why would you toast to it?”

“Just trying to be succinct. But if you prefer the long version...” he clinked her glass again, “...here’s to WWS, for dropping me smack into the path of a bewitching, beautiful woman.”

Eyes closed, Ivy savored the cool, foaming rush of bubbles against her lips as the black current and champagne concoction burst across her taste buds. Crisp yet sweet, she liked to imagine this was what the distilled essence of pure romance tasted like. “You could’ve just toasted to Fate. Even more succinct.”

“Fate’s a two-timing bitch who doesn’t pull her punches.”

Ivy’s eyes flew open. Ben was staring into his drink, swirling the ice cubes with a practiced twist of his wrist. “Good thing you’re not bitter at all.”

“Sorry. Fate and I aren’t exactly tight.”

It had to be closing in on one in the morning. Should she press him for the level of information men only revealed with whiskey-roughened voices in the middle of the night? Or, since she probably knew less about him than the TSA screener at the airport who waved him through security, should she overlook the oddly caustic remark and move on? Ivy took another, bigger swallow of her cocktail while she considered.

Standard dating protocol would be to push, to pry open every conversational oyster shell in search of that pearl of personality which could reveal the inner man. But did she really need to delve that deep? Ivy knew his generous lips were talented, his blue eyes bottomless, and his wide chest a vast, uncharted territory she yearned to explore. Tonight was about letting off steam at the end of a trying day with an attentive man. Oh, and hoping to get a few more kisses out of him before she called it a night. Perhaps it served her purpose better to smooth his frown away, rather than seek the cause. She downed the rest of her drink in a nervous gulp. Pushing the glass away, she traced the back of his hand with a TuTuPink-tipped fingernail.

“Would you overlook your journalistic integrity and tell me how we stack up?”

Ben’s eyes narrowed, but stayed pinned on the swirling sea of his drink. “Against what?”

“The other Wild Wedding Smackdown bride, of course. Now that I’m part of an episode, my competitive spirit’s kicked in. I want to come out on top.”

He lifted his gaze to lock onto hers. Blue fire burned in the depths, and Ivy felt pinned like a hapless butterfly on a Victorian insect collector’s board. The breadth of his shoulders loomed closer, legs pressing against her thigh. It forced her to tilt her head back, and he caught it, cradling a warm palm at the base of her skull. The bartender, the entire bar, no the entire hotel disappeared in the intimacy of their partial embrace. Ben was all she could see, all she could feel, his eyes sending trails of warmth along the same paths the champagne bubbles recently awoke.

“There’s nothing I’d like better than for you to be on top. I like a woman who takes the initiative.”

Chest tight, lungs cramping in protest, Ivy finally remembered to breathe. If a kir royale embodied romance, then Ben Westcott was the personification of sensuality. And both of them were equally intoxicating. Or maybe she needed one in order to handle the other. “I’d like another drink.”

“No.” His grip tightened, and his other arm snaked around her waist to pull her flush against him. “I’m cutting you off.”

“Chicagoans don’t react well to Prohibition. Take Al Capone, for example. I’m a consenting adult, and if you won’t order me another, then I will.”

“Your consent is exactly what I’ve got in mind.” Warm breath fluttered at her ear, his lips whispering against the edges. “We could tiptoe around for another hour, throw back a few more drinks. Give us both a chance to relax...and realize how exhausted we are. Instead of wasting that time, let me say that I want you. I want us to go upstairs to my room, right now. I want to take you, fast and hard. While you’re still coming down, I want to lick every inch and spiral you right back up to the stars. Then, if you’re still game, I really do want you on top.” Ben let go, eased back a good foot, leaning both elbows back on the bar. The move stretched his shirt taut against pecs that bulged against the cotton. “But I don’t want your brain clouded with booze when you decide to come with me.”

Wow. So much more than the stolen kisses and hand slipped between his tux shirt studs she’d planned on. Aside from a forgettable one night stand in college she blamed entirely on her weakness for piña coladas and too much sun, Ivy didn’t hook up. She dated. She had relationships. Every man was a stepping stone on the path to marriage. 

But Ben talked a good game. If his words alone sped up her pulse this much, imagine what would happen when he applied those lips to her body. Stalling sounded like a good tactic while her brain caught up with her vibrating nerves. “You’re so sure I’ll just hop in the elevator?”

A smug smile crawled across his lips. “Pretty sure.”

“Really? With a man I barely know? For all I know, you could be a serial killer!”

“Then a hotel’s the safest place. Tell your buddy Gib to post hotel security on my floor, to be sure I don’t try and smuggle a body down the stairs.”

“Sweet talker.”

“Tell me you’re not interested. Tell me you don’t want to slide between the sheets, skin to skin with me, and I’ll order you that drink. We’ll chat about whatever you want, and go our separate ways.” Her mouth opened slowly, but before she could form words, he continued in the same, matter of fact tone. “Or I could make your panties—which I’m betting match your dress—damp in less than five minutes.”

God. How could he talk like that in the middle of a bar? Where people could hear? How could he be so comfortable propositioning her in the dirtiest way possible while they both wore formal attire? And how could she ever live with herself if she passed up this opportunity?

“Quite a promise.” Ivy hopped off her stool, digging her fingernails into her palms in an effort to keep the excitement out of her voice. Matching his blasé approach to what promised to be a white-hot night was sensible. Far less embarrassing than succumbing to the urge to run to the bathroom, call Daphne, and squeal like a teenager anticipating her first hickey. She put a little extra swing in her hips as she headed to the door. “You know you’re going to lose at least a minute while we walk to the elevator?”

“You’ve got to learn to think outside the box, Ms. Rhodes.” Arms like steel caught her behind the knees and cradled her effortlessly. No huffing and puffing, no hitch in his step. Ben’s long legs kept up a brisk pace across the interlocking grey and black circles stamped into the carpet. Ivy crossed her ankles and looped her arms around Ben’s neck, more for the sheer pleasure of it than necessity. She felt as secure in his arms as if back home in her overstuffed purple chair. All those hours he racked up shouldering a video camera were definitely working to her advantage. 

Ben’s tongue traced the rim of her ear. Tiny shivers cascaded down her neck with each swipe. A quick tickle of the inside, and then he lightly bit her lobe with his teeth. The contrast of the soft touch with the sharp nip amped the shivers up to full-fledged zings.

“That’s cheating. You can’t start before we even get to the elevator.”

“I call it efficient time management. Thought you of all people would appreciate it.” Ben pressed the button with his elbow and turned the full force of his raffish grin onto her. Good thing he was carrying her, because that grin alone could melt her knees in one second flat. Ivy’s senses spun on overload. Concentrate on the confident swagger in his voice, promising all sorts of R-rated fun? The way his thick bangs drooped over his forehead, just begging for her fingers to comb through? Or...oh...the faint taste of aged scotch flavoring the kiss he began while she was still taking stock of the bank of muscles pressed against her breasts? 

Their lips merged. Slow and dreamy, soft and tender. As romantic as any woman could ever hope for. Ivy knew this to be fact, as she spent quite a bit of down time thinking about the perfect kiss. The key ingredients were just the right amount of pressure, the right amount of heat, delivered by a handsome man. Ben hit the bull’s eye on every qualification. Plus, he got extra points for swooping her into his arms and Prince Charming-ed her down the hallway. Her eyes drifted shut at the sheer pleasure. It had been so long since the last time she’d had the opportunity to lock lips with a man. Even longer since she’d been kissed by someone as talented as Ben. 

No doubt about it—he’d seduced her into a puddle with nothing more than a kiss. It gave her high expectations for the rest of the night.

Ben set her down and whipped off his jacket. Ivy hadn’t even noticed when they boarded the elevator, and now the doors whisked shut behind them. “What’s the matter? Did I get you all hot and bothered?” she asked. Regret set in as the words left her mouth. Why did some things sound so good in your head, and sound so much like a seventies porn spoof when said out loud?

“It’s for you.” He settled the jacket over her shoulders. “Have to keep you decent. Never know when someone might actually be manning the security camera.” He nodded at the small, black dome in the corner of the ceiling.

“My dress is perfectly decent,” she huffed. Why on earth did he care about this now? “I just worked in it for eight hours in front of more than one hundred people. In front of your video camera, might I remind you. How am I not decent?”

“Like this.” Ben backed her against the mirrored panel, captured her mouth with his, and slid both hands down the front of her dress. With a smoothness undoubtedly borne of practice, he lifted her breasts out of the pink satin. The bodice formed a shelf, pushing them up high. Ivy looked in the mirror on the opposite wall to see her eyes dark and wide with shock. And excitement. He’d dropped to his knees in front of her. Ben’s golden head filled the space between the lapels of his coat. It obscured her view of her lacy pink bra as he nuzzled along the edge of it. His hand traced the same route on the other side. And then her eyes rolled back in her head from the feel of his tongue swirling around her nipple through the fabric, and she stopped looking.

Oh. My. God. Everywhere he used his mouth, his hand duplicated. His heavy thumb rasped the fabric against her suddenly oh-so-sensitive nipple. It drew circles; lazy, slow circles that spiraled need straight to the hot, pulsing place between her thighs.

“You really are like cotton candy. Every layer I find is pink and soft and melts in my mouth.” 

Ivy moaned. It was all she could manage. Words required too much thought. She was beyond thought, existing on a plane of pure sensation. Whatever ridiculous fantasy she’d had of keeping up with him, even leading him on, evaporated. All she could do was hang on for the ride. She fisted one hand in his thick hair, wordlessly encouraging him to keep going. Do more, longer, harder. Her hips rolled in response, a seeking gesture. For all he gave, it wasn’t enough. 

Ben stood, never breaking contact. “Put your legs around me, sweets.” Ivy jumped, latching on around his waist. She crossed her ankles for support, but needn’t have bothered. He held her, a rock-solid arm under her ass and one around her back. Ben walked them out of the elevator. Smug with the power of her sexuality, Ivy noticed his steps weren’t quite so steady. He might have been doing all the work, but she definitely wasn’t the only one weak in the knees. Still, the dexterity he showed in navigating the hallway with his lips buried in her neck deserved recognition. Leaning her head to the side to give him better access, her cheek brushed the satin strap of her dress. Not the wool and poly blend of a tuxedo across her shoulders.

“Oh, no. Ben, I think your jacket’s still in the elevator.”

“Hope it enjoys the ride.”

Ivy laughed, giddy with desire and the joy of the moment. She’d dated men, far less spontaneous men, who would’ve immediately turned around and gone back for the coat. The fact Ben didn’t, and in fact hastened his steps to his room, proved how turned on he must be. And she’d caused it!

“Grab my key. Left side. My left,” he amended hoarsely, as her hand delved down, patting through the wrong pocket. Lingering when she ran up against something far larger and more solid than a keycard. “For the love of God, find the key!”

“Working on it,” she trilled. Nice to turn the tables, to be the one putting the slightly wild look in his unfocused eyes, the color of an angry ocean. But she wanted in as badly as he did, and concentrated on finessing the plastic rectangle into the slot. Once through the door she dropped the key. Inside, outside, who could tell. Who cared? Her hands ripped at his shirt, studs pinging as they flew across the room and hit something metallic. Finally, finally she could feel him. A light mat of hair springing beneath her fingers, she reveled in finally touching his skin. Warm skin stretched taut over muscles that rippled at her touch.

Ben toed out a chair in the darkness from what she imagined to be a desk, or maybe a table. Didn’t matter. All that mattered was that when he sat down, everything lined up perfectly. His hardness rubbed against just the right spot, even through her voluminous layers of skirt and slip. The sound of her zipper lowering was the only sound in the room. Then, a frenzy of rustling as he pushed her dress above her hips, and she unzipped his pants. Unfortunately, the cummerbund had to stay. No time to get it off, and no room with him pressed against the back of the chair. Didn’t matter. Ivy could feel his chest, and soon she’d feel even more.

His hands now lifted her breasts out of her bra, the straps snapping from the pressure. His mouth closed over a nipple, the sensation a thousand times more and better than when he’d done the same over her bra. The warm wetness combined with the swirling pressure from his tongue almost sent her over the edge.

“Ben, do you have a condom?”

He chuckled, a dark, sexy noise low in his throat. “You don’t? Little Miss Plans-For-Everything?”

“Of course I do. I’m no fool. Desperate groomsmen pay up to fifty dollars a pop for one in a clinch. But it’s in my purse, which might be still at the bar, or in the elevator, or across the room. I simply don’t know at this point.”

“No worries.” He reached for his back pocket, palming his wallet. In the time honored tradition of every man past puberty, he pulled one out from behind a credit card. 

“Let me.” Ivy snatched it away, hoping he’d take the hint and return his attention to her breasts. Smart man that he was, his head dipped once more. She fumbled to push past his waistband, and then he sprang free into her hands. Pulsing, hot steel with a life and a mind of its own. With lightning speed, she unrolled the rubber down his length. He responded by ripping her panties off in one swift tug. 

“I promise to pull out all the stops on round two. But I’ll go crazy if I don’t get inside you right now. Please tell me you’re ready?”

This wasn’t him pulling out all the stops? He’d rocketed her from zero to have mercy in the space of an elevator ride, and he hadn’t even used his good moves? “Oh, I am so ready.”

“Knew we were on the same page. You’re about to burn me up, sweets.” Ben lifted her, impaled her. Thrust all the way inside to places she’d forgotten had feeling. Filled her. Filled her until she didn’t think she could take more, didn’t think she could move. And then couldn’t resist moving against him, an unconscious rhythm they fell into as easily as breathing. Warmth filled her. Heat suffused her from the inside out. Fire lashed at every tiny nerve, licking in time with her heartbeat. There was nothing but the rough sound of Ben’s breathing harsh in her ear, the strong feel of his hands cupping her ass, moving her with exquisite timing and tenderness.

“This is amazing. You’re amazing,” she panted.

“Right back at you. But I can’t get enough of you like this.” Ben tipped forward, out of the chair onto his knees. Buried deep inside, he lowered her to the floor. His slow slide became more frantic, more animalistic. Ivy crooked her knees, pulling him closer. The weight of his body covering her was all male and stirred her up even more. He thrust harder, faster, with a singular purpose. It was more than she could take. It was everything she needed all at once. A series of small earthquakes began to shatter her world. Ivy shuddered, everything exploding from the top of her head to the tips of her toes in a velvet-sheathed sunburst that pulsed through her without end. She screamed, nails clawing down Ben’s back as she bowed up, melting up and into him. A second later, a guttural cry burst from his throat and they met in a kiss that sealed the imploding sensations between them.

Ben’s kiss gentled, softened the primal beast into a tender lover. He rolled onto his side, bringing her with him still in a tight embrace. His lips worshiped her face, moving across the cheekbone, up to her forehead, and back down to her lips. A quick tryst in the middle of the night with any other man could’ve left her feeling used, but Ivy felt treasured by his soft caresses.

“What time is it?”

“Are you kidding me?” Ben propped up on one elbow, leaned over to nip at her neck. “Got another hot date lined up?”

“Of course not. But I did want to know if you hit your goal of under five minutes.”

A long belly laugh rolled out. Ben smoothed his hand across her hair. Nimble fingers worked at the fortification of bobby pins still holding her updo. “We’re both very goal-oriented people, aren’t we? Well, I can respect that. But since I forgot to look at my watch when I started, let’s set a new challenge. Go the opposite direction.”

Ivy couldn’t see him in the heavy darkness, but could bet he wore his devil-may-care grin that broke through her defenses in the first place. Which meant she’d fall in line with whatever he suggested. “I might be open to giving you a second chance. What do you have in mind?”

“That I can hold you on the edge of orgasm for an hour.” 

He made the most extraordinary statements, and yet made them sound perfectly plausible. Ivy was no prude, but still thrilled at his earthy, shameless approach to sex.

He fanned his fingers through her loosened hair and sucked in a short, tight breath. “Might be more of a challenge for me, because everything about you pushes my control to the breaking point.” Ben lifted her in his arms—wow, she could get used to that!—and carried her into the bedroom. “This way we can see the clock. And it should prevent any more rug burn. Sorry about that, by the way. I’ll have to check you later for it. All over. Probably in a bubble bath, just to be thorough.”

This was turning into the best night ever. “On your mark, get set, go!”
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CHAPTER FIVE
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Though marriage makes man and wife one flesh, it leaves ’em still two fools. ~ William Congreve

Ivy pulled the sheet over her head against the painful brightness, but it was no use. Resigned to being awake, she opened her eyes and threw back the covers. Then promptly pulled them back up tight beneath her chin, very aware of her nakedness in an unfamiliar room. Grey damask stripes covered the walls. She huddled beneath grey satin sheets topped with a fluffy duvet. Comfortable as could be, but definitely not hers. Her gaze swung to the tall man standing next to the window, backlit by the morning sun. Each bulge of his muscles, from prominent biceps to toned quads, stood out in silhouette. And every second of the previous night flooded back into her consciousness, lusty quicksand pulling her back into a state of semi-arousal from the memory.

Ben looked amazing. Her vocabulary had dwindled to that single word ever since he’d shed his clothes. One hand braced him against the glass, stretching the muscles of his long, lean back into taut definition. Ivy drank him in. She’d explored his body repeatedly during their...encounter? No. Didn’t come close to describing the toe-curling, earth-moving night they’d shared. Tryst? Too old-fashioned. Made her think of virgins and unicorns. Sexual marathon? Yup, that about summed it up. Getting to see everything she’d touched woke her up faster than a triple espresso shot. But why had he left the bed? Usually men had one thing on their minds in the morning, and it wasn’t staring at the Chicago skyline.

“Good morning.” Not exactly an invitation back to bed, but she needed to find her footing. When Ivy woke up in a man’s bed, it was usually after many dates—or at least more than a gulped drink in a bar. Fantastic sex aside, she didn’t know enough about Ben to figure out if he wanted her to grab her clothes and disappear, or hang around for another round. Heck, she didn’t know enough about Ben to figure out what state issued his driver’s license. But she wanted to. Boy oh boy, did she want to find out more.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you up. But since we’re on the thirtieth floor, I wanted to take a peek.” Ben leaned against the floor-to-ceiling black drapes, twisting to face her. 

“Enjoying the view?” she asked. Because God knows she was. Full-frontal Ben Westcott was something she could stare at for days. All the muscles he’d used to carry her so effortlessly were sculpted and sexy. Firm pecs covered with a light mat of golden hair led to a set of abs underwear models would kill for. His body looked sculpted by hard work, rather than the overdeveloped bulges of a gym rat. Afraid that if she looked any lower she might drool, Ivy forced her eyes back up to the glorious mess of his thick hair. 

The corner of his mouth tugged up. “I am now.” His eyes left a trail of steam in their wake as they swept from her toes to what she assumed to be an epic case of bedhead. But a certain part of his anatomy didn’t seem put off by her messy mop of hair. 

Emboldened, she propped herself up on her elbows, letting the sheet slither just south of respectability. “So what do you think of Chicago?”

“I think the welcoming committee is very friendly. I’m amazed people ever leave.”

Ivy bit back a giggle, tried to look wholesome and solemn. “It’s our famous Midwestern hospitality.”

“Oh, you’ve been quite hospitable.” Ben stalked forward, stopped at the foot of the bed and planted his hands on his hips, feet spread wide. “The mayor should give you a medal.” 

“Your appreciation will more than suffice.” She enjoyed his playful mood, and decided to push her luck. “I would, however, be willing to accept a gratuity. Perhaps pancakes?”

The half smile slid from his lips. “No. It’s too late.”

Okay, then! Apparently she’d misread him. On the one hand, she’d come to his room without any expectations. On the other hand, they’d shared an incredible night. Ben’s fun and tenderness layered over white hot passion made a potent combination. He not only rooted tiny seeds of intimacy for Ivy, but sprouted them, too. Why was it too much to ask that his reaction be the same?

No time to process the disappointment. Or, worse yet, let him see it. However, they might as well be adult about this awkward situation. Ivy’s gaze darted about the room, trying to locate her clothes. Damned if she’d give him a free show. She’d grab her dress, make a run for the bathroom, and get out before he kicked her out. “Thanks for a nice time. I’ll be out of here in five minutes.”

“Whoa! Where are you going?” Ben lunged forward, trapping her beneath his body. He circled her wrists with one hand, holding them against the upholstered headboard. His other hand traced a slow line down her side, then caressed the swell of her breast. The shivers of desire he induced made it remarkably hard to process an answer.

“Like you said, it’s late. I’m sure you have places to be, and I have a million things to do today.” Number one on the list? Try to ignore how drop-dead sexy he felt pressed against her. Reminding her of every spectacular moment their bodies were joined. Number two? Try not to wriggle shamelessly.

“Ivy, I don’t want you to leave. It’s just that it’s too late to order pancakes, because room service will be here any second with French toast.”

He didn’t want her to leave and ordered breakfast for both of them? Ivy didn’t know which point made her happier. Emotional whiplash kicked in from the U-turn he’d spun her into. No complaints, though. Not when her go-for-one-cocktail date had morphed into something far better. Now for the bonus round question. “Any chance you ordered bacon?”

Ben dropped her hands and rolled off her, flopping onto his back. “You insult me. What’s the point of room service without bacon?”

“I’m sold. I’ll stay for breakfast.” It kept getting better. Hot sex and bacon? Could there be a more perfect end to a perfect date?

Still staring at the ceiling, Ben asked, “What about after?”

Good question. Ivy yawned and stretched, buying time to come up with a suitably leading response. His ordering breakfast for her, coupled with his obvious physical interest, pointed to him feeling the same...more...that she did. Although if Daphne were here, she’d point out that when you jumped to conclusions, it often resulted in a long and painful fall. For all her good intentions, Daphne could be a real killjoy. 

“Have something specific in mind?” That’s right. Play it coy. Don’t burst out with the fact that she’d willingly give up all her breakfast —coffee included—to roll around in bed with him one more time. 

Shifting to prop himself on an elbow, Ben stared down at her. “My flight doesn’t leave until tonight. For all the dozens of times I’ve been to Chicago, I’ve never done the tourist thing.”

“You’re a frequent visitor to my favorite town? Do you come that often because you’ve got family here?”

“Nope. Work.”

She waited a few beats for him to expound. And then another few. Weird. After all, brides didn’t normally fly in their own videographer. There had to be a story behind it. Or was the real story the fact Ben obviously wasn’t willing to divulge any more on the topic? He couldn’t even meet her eyes. Kind of a feat in and of itself, since a mere six inches separated their faces. “My, aren’t you loquacious in the morning.”

“Not before coffee.”

Funny. He’d been able to string together a full sentence two minutes ago. Before the subject of his work came up. Ivy wanted playful, sexy Ben to return. Might be hard, though, to nudge a moody, tired man she barely knew. But what did she have to lose? “I know the feeling. Once I ran out of beans and left the house so comatose I had to go back three separate times for my coat, my keys and my purse. Now I keep a stash of chocolate-covered espresso beans in my nightstand. Entertained serious thoughts about putting them behind a glass door. You know, to break in case of emergency?”

Her silly, albeit both embarrassing and true, story teased his dimples out of hiding. Heavy-lidded eyes the color of an early spring iris captured hers, then winked. “What a coincidence. I keep chocolate syrup to cover things with in my nightstand. Except I don’t wait for an emergency to break it out.” 

“Oh. Oh my.” If she squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated, could she teleport his nightstand here? Ivy never put much faith in psychic powers, but now seemed a really great time to become a believer. 

“So if you aren’t too busy today, I thought maybe you’d be willing to show me your city.”

Yippee! Ben wanted to spend the day with her. Which meant this interlude was about more than sex to him. Maybe they’d started this relationship backward, but they could still go back and cover all the steps they’d skipped. With her odd hours, a long-distance relationship might be the best solution. She could get to know him over the phone, really discover each other. With, of course, an occasional, torrid mid-week rendezvous. 

Daphne always accused her of leaping into love. Ivy didn’t see anything wrong with her system. When seeking your soul mate, the search needed to be serious. So many people wasted time casually dating, spending too long with the wrong person because they didn’t throw themselves into dating. Maybe Ivy did jump in with both feet at every potential true love prospect. But she believed if something was worth doing, be it running a business or looking for love, it demanded one hundred and ten percent effort, every time. Besides, Ben was the one who initiated their fling, and Ben was the one who voiced his wish to continue.

Ivy blinked slowly. Trailed one finger down the valley between his pecs to the dark line of hair bisecting his belly. Sliding her hand beneath the whisper-soft sheet, she kept moving south to wrap her whole hand around the blatant evidence of his interest. Despite catching only four hours of sleep, one part of him was unmistakably wide awake and raring to go. 

“That could probably be arranged,” she purred. Ben’s prowess between the sheets had vaulted him to the top of the heap, teetering on the edge of being named the best sex she’d ever had. Exhaustion had dulled her senses by their third round. Ivy wanted the chance to judge his expertise with clear eyes. And with bright sunlight illuminating every one of his sexy muscle ripples. When his stamina gave out, then they’d worry about sightseeing. “I can clear my schedule for the day. Given the right incentive.”

“Good to hear.” Ben shifted back on top of her, using his weight to nudge her legs even farther apart. White teeth flashed as a wide grin split his face. “Because I ordered an extra side of maple syrup. I’ve got an interesting idea of how to use it. And oddly enough, it doesn’t involve French toast at all.”

––––––––
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BEN EXECUTED A QUICK sidestep off the curb to avoid a mound of gum. Then he jumped back onto the sidewalk to avoid being run over by a taxi. Chicago cabs rivaled New York’s for their utter lack of regard for pedestrians. “Ivy, I need to make a confession.”

She groaned. “Gee, that ties with we need to talk as the worst conversation starter of all time. Why confess anything on a first date—even if this is part three of said date? Unless you’ve got a transvestite twin waiting to make a threesome. That, I would need to know immediately.”

Funny girl. He enjoyed yanking her chain. Especially the way she sassed him right back. Ben shook his head, wrenched off his sunglasses. Eyes downcast, he said, “I sold you short.”

“What, now that you’ve had your way with me, the sweet talk goes right out the window? What an odd thing to say.”

“Hey, I’m trying to give you a compliment. When I asked you to show me the sights, I figured you’d jam a couple of museums down my throat. Maybe an architecturally significant building or two, followed by shopping.”

“A fate worse than death?” Ivy shuffled forward a few steps, Ben coming along thanks to his hand jammed into the back pocket of her jean shorts. The very tight pocket gave him an excuse to cup her really great ass. Tight, but still enough there for him to grab onto. Perfectly rounded for squeezing. 

People crowded against them from all sides, slowing their progress. The first hint of summer flirted through the air on a warm breeze. Last week he’d been on assignment in Buffalo, and ended up stuck for an extra two days due to a late spring blizzard. The sun beating directly down on his arms without being filtered through layers of coats felt great. Ben remembered April in Chicago as capricious weather-wise, but today was picture perfect. Blue sky, a few puffy white clouds, and warm enough to be out in a tee shirt. A faded cap from the Athens Olympics was his only protection from the elements. 

He gave a quick squeeze, just to enjoy the feel of her beneath his hands. “Let’s say my expectations were pretty low on the fun scale.”

“So why didn’t you ditch the tour and hole up at O’Hare for a few hours?”

Ben readjusted the bill of his cap. It surprised him to uncover a core of insecurity in Ivy. “Come on, stop fishing. A woman as beautiful as you should never stoop so low.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Do I have to spell it out?” To his dismay, Ivy nodded. Why did all women insist on being told emotional junk that should be perfectly obvious? “I wanted to spend time with you. We’ve really hit it off. You were a pleasure to work with, one of the best planners I’ve ever encountered. You’ve got this saucy streak that kind of glints out from behind all your professionalism.”

“I appreciate the compliment. May I quote you on my web site? Use you as a referral?”

“Only if you include the second part of the compliment, which would be how much fun I had once the wedding ended. You’re one hell of a good time, Ms. Rhodes.” 

A smile brighter than a halogen light uptilted her kissable lips. “Right back at you, Mr. Westcott.” 

A few more steps put them through the turnstile. Now Ben pulled her along, urging her forward. Ivy grabbed his arm to redirect him up the concrete ramp. Laughter echoed off the walls. Peanut shells crunched underfoot, and the heady scent of brats and fries undulated through the air. 

“Never, in a million tries, would I have guessed we’d end up here.” 

Ivy led him to the edge of the tunnel and stopped so he could take in the view of Wrigley Field, in all its ivy-covered glory. The tickets she’d wheedled from Gib put them behind third base, just high enough to glimpse Lake Michigan beyond the roof decks full of partiers. Huh. Not only did those lucky bastards on neighboring roofs have prime viewing, but the beer probably cost a lot less than the concession stands here in the park charged. The vast blue expanse of water almost blended into the bright sky until you noticed all the boats, colorful sails unfurled. 

“This is magnificent.” Ben’s arm swooped around her waist to hug her close. 

“For the record, we’ve got some terrific museums. Impossible for you to be bored at any of them. Next time you’re here, a trip to the Shedd Aquarium is a must. But there’s nothing like bringing someone to the Friendly Confines for the first time.”

“Hmm. A beautiful woman who follows baseball. You sure know the way to a man’s heart. Nobody’s this perfect. What’s your Kryptonite?”

“I can’t ride a motorcycle,” she offered.

He’d heard that before. Yet he always managed to coax trepidatious women onto the back of his beloved Harley. Every one became a convert after a single ride. “Then this is a match made in heaven. I love to break in motorcycle virgins.”

“Give me a break. A man like you avoids virgins like the plague.” She dropped into a seat, thoughtfully leaving him the aisle seat so he could stretch his legs.

“Really? You think you’ve got me pegged? This should be good.”

“You’re too experienced to dally with virgins. They’d bore you.”

Hit the nail right on the head. But why’d she have to make it sound like an insult? “So I prefer an enthusiastic bed partner over a scared girl. Keeps me away from jailbait. I don’t see the problem.”

“A character assessment, not a problem.” She tilted her head, clearly pondering for a beat before continuing. “I see you as a man who abhors wasted time. Every movement yesterday, every direction you gave Ollie optimized efficiency. Your hotel room looked uninhabited it was so spotless.”

“Easy to be neat when all I’ve got is a tux and the clothes on my back.”

“No jammies?”

“I didn’t see you whip a flannel nightgown out of your emergency pack last night. Your girlish modesty offended?” He sure didn’t remember her being bashful once their clothes came off. Especially not the third time perched on the bathroom sink in front of the mirror.

“Not modesty.” Ivy shuddered. “My love of hygiene. Hotel room beds are a sanitation nightmare. Or so the local news tells us every sweeps week.”

“I travel too much to worry about that stuff.” Ben swung his attention back to the field as the announcer introduced the players. Ivy stuck two fingers in her mouth and let out an impressively piercing whistle.

“You’re going to have to cheer for the Cubs.” She held up a hand to forestall any comments. “Not just because they’re my team. It’s a safety issue. I don’t want any fans tossing drinks at us if you clap for the other team. We’re a pretty hard core bunch here in Chicago. So I hope you’re not a Dodgers fan,” she said as the opposing team took the field. “You’re not from Los Angeles, are you?”

“Nope.”

“That’s a relief. What team do you follow?”

“I like to watch whatever game’s on when I’ve got a beer in my hand.” Ben signaled to the guy with a crate of beer bottles on his shoulder. Old enough to be his father, the man probably trudged up and down the stadium steps a hundred times during a game. Ben slipped the guy an extra ten in exchange for two bottles. Made him feel less embarrassed to sit on his ass for nine innings while the beer vendor slowly destroyed what was left of his knee cartilage.

“Nice evasion. But it doesn’t exactly require X-ray vision to see through you. Why won’t you tell me where you’re from?”

Ben liked to chat up women. Flirt with them, find out what made them tick. What made them light up from the inside out like an outdoor Christmas display. He did not, as a rule, like to talk about himself. “Why can’t you take a hint?”

“If you tell me where you live, I won’t worry that you’re evading the question because you’re on the FBI’s most wanted list. Although a real criminal would probably have a good cover story in place.”

She had a point. Opening up about his address didn’t require spilling his whole, sordid life story. “I’m based in New York. But I’m never there. WWS keeps me on the road more weeks than not. Before that I lived in D.C. Caught a few Nats games, unfortunately before they built their snazzy new stadium.”

“Look at that. You revealed personal details without bursting into flames.” Ivy dropped a smooch on his cheek. Liked it enough to come back for seconds, with a long, soft kiss right on the lips. “There’s hope for you yet.”

“Smart ass.” He ran his hand down her smooth thigh in a quick caress. “Nice of your friend Daphne to drop off a change of clothes. Especially driving downtown on her day off.”

“Daphne’s my best friend. She’d never make me do the morning-after walk of shame.” Not that she’d told Daphne any details. To avoid the inevitable lecture, she’d fuzzed the truth. Said they’d stayed up all night talking. Ivy didn’t like lying to her best friend, but she hadn’t wanted to waste any precious moments with Ben stuck in an argument with Daphne. “Plus, she was motivated by more than friendship. Her delivery fee will cost me a dinner at Reza’s, our favorite Persian restaurant.” 

“Totally worth it. In case you haven’t noticed, these shorts are a lot more conducive to me touching you than the acres of skirt in your gown. Don’t get me wrong. I have fond memories of that gown. The way it looked pooled around your waist in the elevator. The way it looked lying on the floor while you were naked on top of me.” Fired up by the pictures in his brain, Ben leaned in for some real time action. Instead, he got broadsided in the forehead by the bill of her Cubs cap. 

“Why’d you leave D.C.?”

Damn it. The fatal question. If he answered with the truth, she’d drop him faster than the shortstop bobbled that ground ball a minute ago. If he handed her some made-up line, she seemed the type to cry foul. And all Ben wanted was to watch a ball game in this iconic setting, with his hand on the thigh of a pretty girl who kept him on his toes. While he appreciated Ivy being both whip-smart and perceptive, he just wished she didn’t aim those talents in his direction.

“Thought this was a baseball game, not twenty questions.” He followed up the deflection with a kiss, this time tugging her head back by her ponytail to slide in beneath her hat. Until she started the third degree, Ivy had given him the perfect day. Her kiss tasted of all of it; breakfast in bed, a stroll along the lake, and the surprise visit to Wrigley. It was fun and bright, exactly like Ivy herself. And then it turned. Ben went deeper, demanded more. The cheering fans, the crack of the bat and the crackle of the loudspeaker faded away. His tongue twined with hers, joining in an inner caress that shocked him with its shot-to-the-gut power. She answered his need, thrust for thrust with breathy little moans that made him want to toss her over his shoulder and run all the way back to the Cavendish.

Satisfied with his method of distraction, he resettled his cap. Then let out a whoop as what could’ve been a fly ball turned into a home run for the home team. Ivy surged to her feet before he could let out the first clap. Whistling and screaming, she celebrated along with the other thirty thousand people in the stands. The timing couldn’t have been better. Talk about a distraction! He planned to point the conversation firmly toward her for the rest of the day to prevent any more games of dodgeball with revealing the truth. Starting now.

“A play like that should be capped off with a hot dog or two. Give us a base for these beers. You got the tickets, so the snacks are on me.”

Ivy bit her lip. “The tickets were free.”

“I’m not a client demanding an itemization.” He refused to let her innate sense of fair play ruin the gesture. “How about you relax and let me treat you. We’ve done this whole date thing ass backward. You deserve candles and a fancy restaurant with flowers on the table. At least let me spring for a damn pretzel.”

“When you put it so nicely, how could I refuse?” Ivy giggled.

––––––––
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BEN BLINKED AGAINST the onslaught of light as they emerged from the darkness beneath the thick maze of El tracks. Donning sunglasses, he loped along beside Ivy, her determined stride eating up the sidewalk. She walked with purpose. He wanted to walk to the nearest patch of grass and take a nap.

“After sitting for nine innings, I thought it’d be nice to stretch our legs,” said Ivy.

The woman had a boundless supply of energy. Whereas Ben was very much aware of how little shut eye they’d grabbed last night. He couldn’t wait to collapse into his airplane seat and sleep the whole way home. On the other hand, he wanted to hang with Ivy for as long as possible. She brought a sparkle to the day, like a flashlight pushing past the dusty cobwebs of moodiness that hit him after each assignment.

“Are we going far? Should we load up with water and provisions?”

Patting her stomach, Ivy groaned. “I won’t be eating again for quite a while. Why’d you talk me into splitting that tray of nachos with you?”

“Couldn’t finish it by myself. It’d be a shame to let good nachos go to waste.” Oughtta be a rule about that sort of heinous crime. It should include pizza, wings, fries—all the basic bar foods.

“We’re almost there.”

“Because you’re trucking along at a hundred miles an hour. Flames are coming off the backs of your shoes.”

“Whiner. Do you need a taxi to go one more block?”

“You just can’t let an opportunity slip to push at me, can you?”

“Why would I? It’s fun to watch your eyes crinkle at the corners while you try to figure out a slick way to razz me right back.”

Uncanny. A little scary, truth be told. “Remind me never to play poker with you. Sharp as you are, you’d pick up all my tells.”

“I minored in psychology. I like to think of myself as a perpetual student of human behavior. In my business, it helps to be able to know what makes people tick. Figure out how they might respond before they even know.”

“Interesting hobby.” Insightful and beautiful. If only he had a couple more days to burn. For too long now, he’d stuck to women who were only good between the sheets, but bored him stiff in daylight. Easier to avoid any hint of a relationship that way. But Ivy tempted him to break his own rule. 

“I have others. Yoga, for example. I’m very bendy.”

“I noticed.”

“With all the air miles you log, it’d be great for you to pick up. Nothing like stretching after a long plane ride. Speaking of, where are you off to next?”

“No idea. I’m going to be grounded for at least a few weeks dealing with my promotion.”

“If it gets too hard for you to stay in one place, you could always nip back here for a weekend. Pretty short plane ride from New York.”

Wait a minute. She knew this was nothing more than a lost weekend, right? A really great one, sure. Looked forward to repeating it any time work swung him through Chicago. But they weren’t dating or anything. 

Ivy took off her sunglasses, hooking them in the neck of her tee shirt. Throwing her arms open wide, she said, “Here we are. Make a mental postcard. Buckingham Fountain is a Chicago landmark.”

For good reason. The massive plume of water looked as high as the city’s skyscrapers arrayed behind it. In the surrounding pool, stone seahorses shot water at three pink marble basins. Ben spun in a slow circle, taking in the view of dazzling architecture and endless lake iconic to the city. He’d seen it in photos before, but they couldn’t properly encapsulate the majestic sight. Ben laced his fingers with Ivy’s, gave a quick squeeze.

“No wonder you like it. Kind of looks like a big, wet wedding cake with all those tiers,” he teased. “Did you always want to be a wedding planner?”

“Well, I’ve always wanted to be a bride.”

Whoa. Danger ahead. Ben dropped her hand, and had to force himself not to back away. With a single sentence, Ivy transformed from perfect paramour to a toxic cliché. The kind he avoided at all cost. Women who focused on the white dress and spending daddy’s money on flower arrangements taller than an NBA forward, rather than finding the right partner. Could she really be one of those? Nah. No reason to jump to conclusions. Yet. What did it matter, anyway? He’d be gone in a matter of hours. Still, Ben decided to toss out a test balloon, see how she responded.

“You’re only a bride for a day. Then you’re stuck in a marriage for years.”

“Don’t you mean forever and ever?” She laughed.

“Hell, no. Show me a lasting marriage, and I’ll show you a pre-nup somebody’s waiting out.”

Ivy tried to laugh again, but it sounded forced. “You can’t really be that cynical.”

“Wanna bet?” Frustrated, he whipped off his cap and shoved his hands through his hair. Ivy stood there, gaping like he’d run over her puppy, backed up, and done it again.

“Ben, be serious.”

Why wouldn’t she believe him? “Oh, I’m as serious as a heart attack on this subject. Marriage doesn’t work. I’ve got an entire family tree full of proof. High school graduation is synonymous with parents divorcing. If they even last that long.”

“It sounds like your family has had an unfortunate string of bad luck. But you can’t discount the institution.” He could tell she chose her words carefully. Not that she, or anyone for that matter, would change his mind. “Everything in life is better when you share it with a partner. A loving relationship is the foundation for a happy life.”

“You can’t really be that naïve,” he shot back. “Opening yourself up to the level required in a marriage opens you up to heartbreak. Your great love, the person who knows you best, is the person who can hurt you the most.”

“True.” 

Amazing she conceded that much. He watched her pace back and forth on the grass moat surrounding the fountain. Looked like she was winding up for one heck of a pitch. Ivy stopped right in front of him, clasping her hands over her heart like an operatic ingénue. 

“But only if you aren’t with the right person,” she continued. “You can fall in love over and over again with wonderful people who enrich your life. And yes, may cause pain. It’s all a part of the journey to find your soul mate.”

Unbelievable. Ridiculous. Ben barely knew where to start. “I can’t believe I’m still standing here listening to this. In your world, the clouds are heart shaped. Bird crap comes out with a pastel, candy coating. You don’t have a grasp on reality.”

“Reality is what you make it; what you form for yourself. I choose to form mine around love. And it is a lot happier place than the dark, bitter reality you cling to.”

Christ. It was like arguing with a freaking cartoon character. Kind of looked like one too, with the perfectly perky ponytail swaying in the breeze. Her adorable figure showcased by a snug tee and those very short shorts. Damn it. He should’ve known that with a total package of smarts, common sense and a smoking body, a serious imperfection lurked beneath the surface. Should’ve been on his guard from the start. And he’d pay for that mistake by nipping in the bud whatever romantic fantasy she’d no doubt already concocted about him.

Ben jammed his hat back on. “Hardly. Out of the two of us, I’d put money on you getting far more hurt. So let me do you a favor and forestall any mixed messages before you start text-stalking me. I am not boyfriend material. I don’t do relationships. Of any kind.”

“Why are you having such a bad reaction to a simple comment about marriage?”

“Consider me allergic to your particular brand of wide-eyed idiocy.”

Ivy laid a soft palm on his cheek. “You’re either scarred or scared. I’m guessing both. Who tainted love for you?”

“Life. And I’m no more tainted than that guy. Or that one over there.” Ben jabbed his finger at a lone man staring at the lake, and another sweeping trash off the pebbled path. “I get it. You have to wear rose-colored glasses to do your job. But one of these days, you should scratch the surface of the gilded frame you’ve put around marriage. Because a fancy frame can’t compensate for faded ideals that simply can’t survive in today’s society.”

Ivy snatched back her hand as if his skin had superheated. “I understand if you don’t want to see me again. However, there’s no call to attack a belief system I’ve built my entire life around.”

Obviously they wouldn’t be meeting in the middle on this issue. Right about now, the bar at O’Hare looked pretty inviting compared to continuing this conversation. “Look, I’m sorry we got off on this tangent. I’m a straight shooter. So I’ll tell you I enjoyed our time together the past two days. You’re a special woman. But I think I should get to the airport.” He dug a crumpled twenty out of his pocket and handed it to her. “Here’s cab fare for you to get home. Nice meeting you, Ms. Rhodes.”

Because he couldn’t help himself, couldn’t resist those glossy pink lips even after all the nonsense she’d spouted from them, he pressed a firm, fast kiss on their softness, fighting the urge to take it deeper. The woman had a mouth built for pleasing a man, and she knew how to use it. Seemed a shame to walk away from the first woman to really challenge him in as long as he could remember. No. Didn’t matter. A Grand Canyon-sized cavern gaped between them, and it wouldn’t get any better no matter how much time they spent together. Better to call it quits before things got ugly. 

Ben walked away as fast as possible, not daring to look back. He’d done the right thing by giving her cab fare. Hadn’t abandoned her on a deserted highway or anything. So why did it feel so very wrong?
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CHAPTER SIX
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Make no little plans; they have no magic to stir men’s blood. ~ Daniel H. Burnham

Ivy could swear that love swirled in the air along with the delicious aroma from the box of strawberry muffins under her arm as she walked down the sidewalk. The tangible breeze of romance blew out the last of winter’s gloom and put a smile in everyone’s heart. This week alone, Aisle Bound had two bridal showers, five consults, and three weddings and their accompanying rehearsals on the books. Business boomed in mid-May, and it would only increase its frenetic pace all the way through to Halloween. 

She paused beneath Aisle Bound’s lilac awning for a minute to admire the window display of pale pink satin draping from floor to ceiling. It set off hot pink vases bursting with white apple blossoms, stacked on white cubes of varying heights. Daphne’s work, impeccable as always. Simple yet dreamy. Ivy used her new wedge sandals to nudge open the door to Aisle Bound. 

Milo lifted his nose from the appointment book with the unerring accuracy of a bird dog. “I smell treats. Yum! What are we celebrating this time?” He twirled his chair around in glee. Twice. Milo had a gift for wringing every morsel of fun out of a situation. His buffed, manicured, and occasionally polished little finger held more joie de vivre than the rest of the company put together. Today’s stylish ensemble consisted of a black-and-white-checked vest over a black shirt, white pants, and old-school oxfords. And the obligatory diamond stud in his ear. Milo swore he’d gotten it from a leftover gift bag at one of Oprah’s staff parties.

“This is National Strawberry Month,” said Ivy.

“Of course it is.” Daphne stepped out of the refrigerator case at the back of the reception area which held display bouquets as well as the completed table arrangements for today’s bridal shower. “Honey, I know you like to turn every day into a special occasion, but it’s getting out of hand. Last week it was ribs for lunch for BBQ Month, and peanut butter cookies on Bake Sale Day. Pretty soon they’ll be able to float us in the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day parade.”

“Don’t worry. I thought you might object, and timed this accordingly. It just so happens to be Eat What You Want Day.” Ivy winked at her best friend and deposited her box on the glass coffee table next to the single peony floating in a crystal bowl. “You know you can’t resist anything from Lyons Bakery.”

Daphne poked open the top of the box. “We’ve been stopping there at least twice a week for years. How come I’ve never seen strawberry muffins on their menu?”

“Oh, I might have mentioned strawberry month to Sam when he dropped off the Taggart-Chang cake on Sunday. He promised to talk his mother into whipping up something special.”

“Sam’s a sweetie. And his ass is absolutely delectable.” Milo draped himself artfully across the oversized wing chair closest to the muffins. Ivy thought of it as a throne chair. Like something out of Alice in Wonderland, the seatback rose to almost five feet. Covered in white brocade, it enveloped a bride, putting distance between her and the matching sofa where Ivy relegated however many well-meaning but overbearing relatives accompanied her.

Julianna hip checked Milo right onto the floor as she walked by. “If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you nine thousand times. Unless you’re paying our exorbitant fees, no eating on the stain-attracting furniture.”

“Do you see any food in my hands?” He waved his hands in the air. Ivy saw the gesture for what it really was; an excuse to show off the checkerboard-patterned cuff links.

“You were about to make a move on those muffins. Don’t pretend otherwise.” Julianna and Milo bickered constantly yet managed to work together flawlessly. The pretense of animosity kept them sharp at all times. Deep down, Ivy knew they’d go to the mat for each other without a moment’s hesitation. It made for a lively workplace.

Daphne twisted her almost waist-length hair into a bun, and stabbed it into submission with what looked like a leftover rose stem. “Let’s get this meeting rolling. I have to finish six bridesmaid bouquets by lunch. And two flower girl pomanders. Ideally, their floral headpieces as well.”

“No whining. We pledged that when we started, remember?” Ivy darted down the long hallway into her office to grab her notes, but kept talking. “When we only had two clients booked for an endless six weeks after we opened? A busy day is a good day.” 

“Sorry. You’re right. I had to get up an hour early this morning for a special delivery. Then I spent two hours stripping thorns off a massive order of roses. I won’t speak again until I’ve front loaded more caffeine and sugar.” Daphne bit into a muffin and stalked over to the insulated coffee carafe Milo kept filled at all times.

Ivy carried out a plastic shopping bag and perched on the edge of the sofa. “While everyone gets settled, I want to show off a little something I picked up last night. Potential merchandise.” 

“No, no more shopping for you,” groaned Julianna. “You’ve gotten completely out of control. Our storeroom only has a finite amount of space.” 

Milo nodded his head with the speed of a wind-up toy. “She’s right. Buying things for an imaginary store you may or may not open at an unforeseeable point in the future? Nutty. Pretty soon they’ll feature you on one of those reality shows about hoarders.”

Party poopers. Joy suckers. No matter how valid their points, Ivy didn’t think they should rain on her parade. With enough planning, her idea for a store celebrating all things romantic could viably become a reality. And Ivy happened to be a stellar planner. 

“My store may only be a dream right now, but that doesn’t mean it won’t happen. Men and women are overstressed and under-romanced in today’s world. They need a place where they can get a spontaneous, I love you just because present. Or fixings for a romantic picnic lunch. Or the perfect chocolate truffle to leave on a pillowcase.” A little skepticism wouldn’t tarnish her dream. Love made life worth living. And sometimes people needed a little help in that department. “Daphne and I opened this place on a wing and a prayer. I’ll find a way to raise the capital to open A Fine Romance, and I’ll do it in less than five years. You’re welcome to place bets on that.” 

If only she could convince a bank to bet on her. Ivy’s last two loan applications had been turned down. Her project had been officially classified as too-risky-for-this-economy. But the banks knew business—not the business of romance. She knew the industry inside and out, and had no doubt her store would not only survive, but flourish. If only they had vision to look beyond their spreadsheets. So none of her friends knew she’d been quietly trying to find a way to open the store this year. Safer to work in stealth mode. Then she didn’t have to deal with the pitying, albeit comforting looks when things went wrong. Far better to present it as a fait accompli once all the loose ends were tied up. 

Unfortunately, she’d turned over most available rocks in her search for funding an initial start-up. Every lender looked at the mortgage on her condo and monthly expenses for Aisle Bound (running in the black since year one, thank you very much) and declared her finances were spread too thin to sustain a third. The unspoken goal had always been to open A Fine Romance before she turned thirty. Luckily unspoken, since the fateful birthday loomed in less than a year.

Daphne held up a finger sporting two bandages, probably courtesy of the morning’s rose strip-a-thon. Belle rode above the knuckle, and Ariel below. She always went for the Disney Princesses first in her vast collection of cartoon-themed first aid supplies. “First, show us what you’ve got. I might be talked into investing, but only if you convince me that you’ve really got your finger on the pulse of what the romance-deprived public truly needs.”

“Then call me a human stethoscope. Get a load of this.” Ivy pulled her prize out of the bag beside the sofa and unfurled all its glory. 

“A fleece blanket?” Milo grabbed another muffin, shaking his head. “Did you open a new checking account and get it as a freebie?”

“You’re all worked up about a blanket carried everywhere from Macy’s to Walgreens to truck stops along I-94?” Daphne slurped her coffee. Began to sit on the blindingly white sofa, then looked at her coffee mug. Ivy could see the thought flash behind Daphne’s eyes of how much it cost to spot clean, reconsidered, then crossed her legs and sank onto the floor. 

Ever cognizant of her role as associate wedding planner, Julianna judiciously kept her mouth shut. The sudden arch to her right eyebrow, however, spoke volumes.

“You all lack vision.” Ivy looked down at the pumpkin-and-yellow-striped square in her hands. Square. Whoops. In all the excitement, she’d left out the best part. “Well, that and I forgot to explain the hook, the whiz-bang twist.”

Milo sniffed. “That blanket could fart daisy petals and it still wouldn’t make me blink twice.”

“Picture it big enough for two, a picnic blanket...” Ivy drew out the suspense while she traced an outline in the air with one hand, “...and heart shaped.”

“Oh. Oh, that’s brilliant,” Julianna gushed. “People would buy them for tailgating at Bears games, or just for snuggling on the couch. They would fly out of the store.”

“The thus far imaginary store,” Milo corrected. But he softened the comment with an approving nod and grin.

“See, this is why I went into partnership with you in the first place. You know your stuff.” Daphne leaned over to give Ivy an awkward, one-armed hug around her calves. “How’d the brainstorm hit you this time?”

“If I give away all my secrets, you won’t continue to bow down before my genius.”

“Is the oxygen thin way up there on your pedestal?” Daphne snarked back.

“Fine.” Ivy refolded the blanket. Even she couldn’t look at the jarring color combo much longer. “Grandma Rhodes is leaving on an Alaskan cruise next month. Even though it’ll be summer, she’s convinced her stateroom will be as cold as the surrounding icebergs. I thought this would be small and light enough for her to stuff in a carry-on. Then I remembered she’d told me about a shore excursion she scheduled: a picnic on a glacier. The idea just hit me.” 

Jazzed, she’d stayed up late surfing the web for companies to produce the unusual shape. Ivy found two conglomerates which looked promising. Even better, a little past midnight she’d tracked down a family of third-generation hand crafters in Indiana, no more than an hour away. Her enthusiasm had flattened as she saved her notes, tempered by the realization she had no place to sell her new item. Yet. But she still got up at the crack of dawn to drive out there for a sample of their work.

Julianna cleared her throat and discreetly tapped her watch. “We’re a few minutes behind. We should really begin the run down of this week’s events.” 

“You are an automated, synchronistic treasure. Thank you for keeping us on track.” Ivy enjoyed it when someone else stepped in to be the schedule police. She stuffed the blanket back in its bag, then sat on the sofa. Opening her portfolio, she rifled through a stack of color-coded schedules. Pink tabs for showers, lilac for engagement parties and deep purple for weddings. A small perk of owning her own business was being able to jump on any excuse to use her favorite color purple in all its shades. 

“We’ll start with the Lambert shower. Evanston Woman’s Club, thanks to membership by, as far as I can tell, every woman in her family, his family, and several coworkers. You all know the venue. Old school, charming, sweet and the pinkish beige color scheme matches well with the bride’s.”

Daphne opened the display case and removed a cluster of tiny sweetheart roses twisted into a corsage. “Ashley wants all her guests to feel special today, so she’s ordered corsages for everyone. Guests in ivory, bridesmaids and moms in pale pink, and bride in a variegated pink. Cranking out sixty of them wasn’t exactly a creative challenge, but I know they’ll be a huge hit. We’re using teapots as the base of the centerpieces. I had Milo go nuts one night on eBay and pick up dozens of them for a song. Most are cracked, which kept our price low, but doesn’t keep us from a decent profit margin. The flowers will cover the imperfections, and each table’s bouquet will be unique.”

“Resourceful and creative. Sounds like today should be pat-the-whole-team-on-the-back day. Nice job, Daph.”

“We’ve already coordinated with the maid of honor. Each centerpiece will be given to the winner of a game.” Julianna consulted her copious notes. “We’re doing ten tables of six, and yes, if you do the math that means they’ll be playing about eight too many games. I talked myself blue in the face, but couldn’t convince her that one round of designing a dress out of toilet paper is more than enough.”

“Which brings me to the reminder to hit Costco for an entire carload of toilet paper. The people behind are going to think someone has serious health issues when we buy fifteen packs. Not it,” Ivy quickly shouted.

Daphne placed her corsage back in the cooler. “I’m out. Too much still on my petal covered to-do list to run to the store.”

Julianna and Milo stared at each other with the intensity of gunslingers at high noon, both waiting for the other to flinch. Before either could move, the door swung open, and in walked an earnest-looking woman in her late forties. She listed a little to the left, weighed down by a briefcase big enough to anchor a yacht. A sensible brown suit did little to enhance her stocky frame. 

Walk-ins weren’t unheard of, but they were rare. An unscheduled visit by a lone woman without an entourage of family and friends definitely fell in the atypical column. But every potential client deserved the same royal treatment, planned for or not. Hopefully, she didn’t feel awkward or unwelcome for walking into the middle of an obvious breakfast staff meeting. To prevent her from turning right back around, Ivy jumped up. 

“Welcome to Aisle Bound. Won’t you join us for coffee and a muffin?”

“Thank you.” The woman tucked a limp strand of her asymmetrical bob behind one ear. “You have no idea how badly I need coffee. My plane landed an hour ago. I got up before dawn this morning, and I’m only in Chicago on a long layover. Houston this afternoon, then back on a plane to Vegas, and if I’m lucky, catch the red eye back across country tonight.”

Milo rushed to pour her a cup, and handed it to her while ushering her to the wing chair. He whisked back a minute later with a tray of cream and sugar in delicate china, patterned with trailing violets. 

“My name is Milo. The moment you need a refill, you let me know.” He finished off with a wink. Milo loved to flirt. Man or woman, young or old made no difference to him.

“Dripping it directly into my veins might not even get me through the day, but I appreciate your kindness. Especially since I barged in without an appointment. Checked my email in the cab on the way here, and found a mea culpa from my secretary about forgetting to set a time up with you. Not at all the way I prefer to do business. I’m Ruth Moder, by the way.” She took a long sip of coffee, closed her eyes and sighed deeply.

Ivy pushed the muffin basket closer to Ruth while she did a quick round of introductions. “Your day sounds challenging, to say the least. I hope we can help ease your stress a little. It’s our job to remove the worries and endless lists. All that’s left is for you to enjoy being engaged.”

“Ha! This is my typical Wednesday. Mondays are ten times worse. Does it sound like I have time to fawn over a man long enough to get a ring on my finger?”

Ivy bit back a grin. The woman squeezed wedding planning into a four-airport day, and it wasn’t even her wedding? Talk about dedication. Ruth didn’t look quite old enough to be mapping out the big day for a daughter. Maybe a sister? Or just here to order some of Daphne’s fabulous arrangements for a corporate event?

“Honestly, I’m amazed you have time to blink. So how can we assist you? Are you here on behalf of a friend?”

“I’m here for you, Miss Rhodes. I’d like to offer you a job.”

Random. Weird. Plus, Ivy already had the best job in the world. “Thank you, but I’m going to stop you before you go any further. I’m not interested in changing jobs.”

“We don’t want you to.” Ruth set down her cup and leaned forward, elbows propped on knees. “You remember filming an episode of Wild Wedding Smackdown three weeks ago?”

“Yes,” Ivy said cautiously. A flurry of other words threatened to tumble out. Things like she’d never forget the twenty-four hours surrounding that wedding. That she thought about it every day. Well, every other day she worried about what sort of an impact the show would have on their business. Had she come off as competent and approachable? A good commercial for Aisle Bound? Thanks to ruthless self control, she only allowed memories of Ben to drift into her consciousness at night. Every night, when darkness filled her bedroom and nothing could distract her from the constant replay of their brief time together. A bad habit she’d give anything to break.

“The episode was fantastic,” Ruth said. “We all loved you at the network.”

Milo started a round of applause, and the others joined in. “Proud of you, boss.”

“I can’t take all the credit,” Ivy said. “Aside from the excitement before the ceremony, everything ran according to plan.” Yes, aside from rolling around naked with the videographer after the wedding ended. Because really, no matter how ruthlessly a wedding coordinator organized the day’s itinerary, it never included three orgasms before dawn. Ivy pinched her subconscious for drifting back Ben-ward. Bad enough to do it in the privacy of her own bedroom. Far, far worse to think lusty thoughts in front of her coworkers about a man who’d called her a naïve, unrealistic idiot. A man who didn’t know the first thing about love. A man she was glad to wash her hands of—and if repeated like a mantra, she might actually start to believe.

“Hands down, you’re the best wedding planner we’ve ever seen in action. Which is why RealTV wants to feature you on a brand new series we’re rolling out. Planning for Love. It’ll follow wedding planners for two months, really capture what they do, how they interact with brides, what really goes on behind the scenes at a wedding. But,” Ruth hastened to add, “without any of the negativity or backstabbing WWS is known for. We want this to be a feel-good show. The goal is to make every woman who watches it want to rush out and get married.”

“Somebody better warn all the single men,” quipped Daphne.

Milo snorted back a giggle. Julianna stabbed him with an evil glare that backed him away from the table to start a fresh pot of coffee. Ivy watched as her friends stilled and turned, one by one, to catch her response. The weight of their expectation and interest circled above her head, like the layer of humidity that blanketed the city on hot summer days. If only she could hit a pause button to get two spare minutes to focus. Since rewriting the laws of physics didn’t seem likely, she went with the first thing that came to mind.

“No. I’m flattered, but my answer is no.”

Ruth squinted. Drained her cup, and waved a finger at Milo to indicate a refill. “Don’t you want to be on television? Be famous?”

Interesting question. Ivy didn’t think Ruth would let her leave it at a simple “no” this time. “I want to be successful. Notoriety could as easily work against as for our business. If anything goes wrong at a wedding, it’s my job to fix it so the bride isn’t worried, and hopefully she never even finds out that Great Uncle Peter ripped the seam of his pants, or that her cousin’s child stuck her entire face in the back of the wedding cake. Your cameras would capture all of it—the good and the bad. You’d take away the bubble of peace my clients pay us to ensure.”

“Pay.” Ruth smacked the heel of her palm against her forehead. “Of course. My mistake entirely. I didn’t mention the terms. Unlike WWS, our contract would be with you, not the bride and groom.” She leaned forward and grabbed Ivy’s portfolio and her pen. After scribbling on the top page, she handed it back. “We’re willing to pay you the amount you see per wedding. Over the eight weeks we’ll shadow you, that comes to about twenty events? We’ll need at least that for a season.”

“More, in the summer,” murmured Daphne.

“We could start right away. This weekend, in fact. We’ve got a crew on standby.”

Although she wanted to resist, Ivy’s eyes succumbed to the magnetic pull of the scrawled number. Twelve thousand dollars. Enough to rent the Shedd Aquarium twice. Or enough for a six-piece band and a really spectacular cake. A Vera Wang couture wedding dress. She ripped the paper off the pad and handed it to Daphne. Whose eyebrows promptly shot straight up to her hairline.

Daphne grabbed Ivy’s hand and yanked her off the sofa. “Excuse us, won’t you? We need to have a quick pow wow. Won’t be a moment. Have another muffin.” Daphne practically frog marched Ivy all the way to the storeroom at the back of the office. Once the door was firmly shut she leaned back, palms flat against the wood. “Wow.”

Ivy nodded. “I know. The nerve, right? To barge in here, no appointment, and try to sweet talk me into making a fool of myself on national television. Again!”

“Okay, a very different wow. Want to explain why my perennially perky partner only sees this glass as half empty, while I see it as filled to the brim with vintage champagne?”

Um, experience? She’d watched a slew of the wedding shows, and the planner ended up looking like a harpy. Bossy, overbearing and selfish. Ivy had to believe the editing process created the monsters. There couldn’t be that many horrible planners out there. What if they cut and pasted everything she said until Aisle Bound looked just as unprofessional?

“It could backfire. One thing goes wrong, the press makes a field day of it, and our reputation is shot. Or what if we don’t get our clients to sign off on it? What if they don’t want to be reality stars?”

Daphne inhaled deeply, held it for a beat before exhaling. “You’re scared. I get that. But remember, she pointed out this isn’t supposed to be a drama-centric disaster. Sounds like this show will be all hearts and flowers and happy endings. And you said having the cameras around for Tracy and Seth’s wedding ended up being much easier than you expected. Most of the time you hardly noticed they were there.”

Ivy straightened the row of identical back-up ring pillows. Lined up the stack of emergency tissue packs on the shelf below. Squared the corners of three boxes of bandages. Tidying with her hands helped her tidy her thoughts. Plus, it gave her an excuse not to face Daphne. To avoid the logical, clear gaze of her best friend that all too often saw right through Ivy to things she wanted to keep under lock and key. Who could absolutely not learn the reason Ivy had been so scattered of late all stemmed from the aftermath of her last stint in front of the camera. Over margaritas that Sunday night with her best friend, she’d dismissed the incident as no more than a sexually satisfying mistake. Back when she assumed if she didn’t talk about Ben, she wouldn’t think about him. Endlessly.

“Of course I’m scared, Daph. Even if filming goes well, we don’t need national exposure. We’re not going to franchise Aisle Bound like a hot dog stand.”

“True. But we do need money fast. Lots of money. I did the math, being far better at it than you. If you don’t negotiate and simply accept their offer as is—even though I’m sure you could negotiate a sweeter deal—you stand to make $240,000. In two months.” Daphne poked her head over Ivy’s shoulder to whisper in her ear. “I wonder what you could buy with that much money. Seems to me it would be enough to put a down payment on a space, stock some shelves, decorate, and voila—you’ve got yourself your dream store.”

Turning around, Ivy saw the gentle humor in Daphne’s eyes. “I didn’t think of that angle.” Probably because she’d been too busy thinking about Ben and his stupidly sexy lips. Damn it, no more. No more thinking about him or dreaming about him. Daphne had a point. It would take an enormous amount of work, during their busiest time of year, but this influx of cash could make A Fine Romance a reality in a matter of months. Two months of being constantly followed by cameras was a small price to pay.

Daphne snapped her fingers in front of Ivy’s nose. “Your eyes just glazed over. You’re decorating and stocking inventory already, aren’t you?”

“Maybe. But only if you’re on board, too. With that kind of money we could make an offer on this building, own instead of rent. Shore up what we have before launching a new venture. Are you sure you’re willing to take the leap with me?”

“I’ve got faith in you. It turned out pretty great last time. Why break a winning streak? And if it goes badly, you’ll feel so guilty I’m sure you’ll pretty much do my laundry and cook me dinner for the rest of my life.” Daphne toyed with the loose end of a bandage, then looked up with a wicked glint in her eyes. “Maybe we should write that into the contract, just to be on the safe side.”

“Gee, that much faith and five dollars still wouldn’t be enough to buy me a latte.” But Ivy enveloped Daphne in a tight hug. She knew the money didn’t matter; deep down Daphne’s willingness to expand their partnership had everything to do with friendship and their love for each other. And with love in the mix, what could possibly go wrong?

The storeroom door flew open. “My only daughter’s going to be on television and didn’t bother to tell me?” Samantha Rhodes stood backlit for a moment, no doubt pausing for effect. Her mother never did or said anything without a well thought out reason behind it. Thanks to a career as a marriage counselor, Mom knew the value of measuring each word and gesture. This time Ivy figured it to be a way to force her audience to fully appreciate the pink peau de soie stilettos, a single shade darker than her St. Johns suit. Another beat, and Samantha burst in, glomming onto their hug. Her signature heart-shaped ruby brooch bit into Ivy’s shoulder. At least it provided distraction from the rose-scented perfume quickly rising to toxic levels in the closetlike space.

Ivy stifled a cough. “Mom, this isn’t a great time. Plus, you’re about two hours early for our lunch date.”

“My eleven o’clock patients canceled. Declared themselves cured and called me from the airport. They’re on their way to Bermuda for a second honeymoon. Sometimes I amaze even myself with my prowess. So, I decided lunch wouldn’t be enough to make up for you skipping Mother’s Day this weekend. You owe me the whole morning.”

Here we go. The guilt bombs she’d been dropping ever since Ivy broke the news Aisle Bound had an event on one of her mother’s favorite holidays. “You know we have a wedding. Booked over a year ago. It’s not as if I’m choosing to run off to Vegas to avoid spending Mother’s Day with you.”

“Darling, I support your career. Truly, I do. But couldn’t you make an exception this one day? Put family first?” To really drive the wheedling tone home like an ice pick to the heart, Samantha tucked Ivy’s bob behind one ear and pinched her cheek. Astounding what a drop-dead imitation of a Jewish grandmother she could do, despite being raised the daughter of a Lutheran minister.

“I’d love to. But you ask me that on every birthday, anniversary and pseudo holiday. Last month you wanted me to skip a wedding to go with you to your hairdresser’s daughter’s sweet sixteen. And I’ve never even met the girl.” Although she adored her mother, being the sole recipient of all her parental attention could be tiring. The curse of being an only child. Smothering versus mothering.

“Exactly why you should’ve come with me. You should meet Brittney. She’s delightful. She taught me how to tweet. I adore the rigid simplicity of fitting an entire thought into one hundred and forty characters. Like a modern day haiku.”

“Mrs. Rhodes, we’ve got strawberry muffins from Lyons Bakery. Probably still warm and definitely delicious. Why don’t you have Milo set you up with a plate? Ivy and I will be right behind you.” Daphne hustled her out and shut the door behind her. “Your mother is a little nutty. Especially for a shrink. Does she really think you’ll cancel your entire morning to hang out with her?”

“Yes.” Ivy sifted through her schedule in her head, trying to create a gap large enough to satisfy her mother. “But it’s impossible. This week is already jam packed. Distraction is our only hope. Have you finished sketching the centerpieces for their anniversary party?”

“Yes. I came up with four choices, one for each decade of marriage. But I thought you wanted the party to be a surprise?”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures. With the added bonus of giving her the pleasure of deciding on cake flavors and buying a new dress.” Samantha’s love of shopping and sweets ran second only to her love of Ivy and her husband. After office hours, if she wasn’t with David, you could put money on finding her at Marshall Field’s, a chocolate store, or hanging around Ivy’s shop. “Hopefully if I tell her about the party, she’ll run straight to Michigan Avenue to try on every size-four cocktail dress she sees. With only seven shopping weeks until the party, she’ll be in emergency mode. Then we can get back to work.”

“You realize you’ll have to let your dad in on it, too. Before Samantha spills the beans.”

“Good point. Ask Julianna to get him on the phone while I walk Mom out.” Her parents each wanted to be the one to hear from her first with any news. Ivy knew there were worse things than being lavished with love by one’s parents. But staring down thirty, she felt far too old to deal with the loving rivalry.

This time a brisk knock came before the door flew open. Ruth leaned in, tapping her fingers against the doorjamb. “Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got three more planes to catch. As much as I enjoyed breakfast with all of you, I need an answer. I’ve got two other wedding consultants to line up by day’s end. We’re offering you unparalleled exposure and a hefty chunk of change. If you’re the savvy businesswoman you appear to be, you’d be flat-out crazy to let me walk out of here with an unsigned contract in my briefcase.” 

The moment of truth. In her peripheral vision, Ivy caught Daphne’s tiny go-for-it nod. The offer seemed too good to be true, and yet thoroughly legitimate. After slamming into brick walls for months, here was a wide-open doorway to realizing her dream. A way to infuse hum drum days with romance for everyone. 

“I need time to study the contract and run it past my lawyer. If everything checks out, I’ll sign and scan it to you first thing tomorrow. There needs to be a clause about only portraying the positive side of our business and our events,” Ivy tossed in, not for a minute thinking they’d go for it.

Ruth shrugged. “No problem. Given our network’s track record, I completely understand. We’ll send you an amended draft this afternoon.” 

That was easy. Proof they were willing to work with her, be reasonable. Maybe the next two months would turn out to be hassle free. Ivy grinned, excitement bubbling through her with the momentum of an overdue geyser. “Then I’ll give you a conditional yes. If you bump up the offer by ten percent?” She held out a hand to see if Ruth would seal the deal.

“Done.” Ruth pumped her hand vigorously. “You won’t regret this, Miss Rhodes. Partnering with RealTV will give you two months you’ll never forget, captured on film for a lifetime.”

Daphne giggled. “Sounds like a bad jewelry store ad.” 

“Oh, we’re always looking for sponsors, if you have a good relationship with any jewelers,” said Ruth.

Ivy’s finely honed coordinator sense went into full red alert on her tacky-ometer. Reading every inch of the fine print on that contract jumped to the top of her list. “No. I won’t let you force any of my clients to plaster advertising all over the wedding. No sponsors.”

Ruth shrugged again as all three of them headed down the hallway. “Only an idea. Whatever you say, goes. It’s your show. RealTV will bend over backward to do whatever we can to make you happy.”

“Wow. If you were a man instead of a production company making a promise like that, we’d have to propose to you on the spot,” joked Daphne. “Sounds perfect.”

Uh oh. After putting on literally hundreds of events, Ivy could promise her clients exactly one thing: nothing was ever perfect. The trick lay in planning for the worst, which allowed her to preserve the illusion of perfection. Now a shadow of worry underscored her elation at lining up funding. How to plan for the worst, when she didn’t have any idea at all of what to expect from this experience?
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CHAPTER SEVEN


[image: ]




Many people spend more time planning the wedding than they do in planning the marriage. ~ Zig Ziglar

The Shedd Aquarium topped the list of Ivy’s favorite hometown attractions. It bore the unique distinction of also being at the top of her list of least favorite wedding sites, due to its vast size. After the tenth time she’d crossed the wide pebbled floor of the Oceanarium’s amphitheatre, gone down the steps to the edge of the dolphin exhibit where Daphne beflowered a makeshift altar, Ivy stopped counting. Her feet already throbbed in anticipation of the miles yet to cover. Zipping between the dolphins, the ornately columned main lobby and the galleries surrounding the Caribbean Reef rotunda would take a physical toll as the evening progressed. Ivy always crossed her fingers at a Shedd event—just surviving the night with a problem-free event was hard enough.

“Are they here yet? The television crew that’ll turn you into the next reality star?”

“Hardly a star. Remember, you’ll be on camera, too. All that long, flowing blond hair and kewpie doll blue eyes should make you an instant hit. Maybe you’ll get an offer for a centerfold spread out of this,” teased Ivy. After all, she didn’t want to be the only one uncomfortably in the spotlight. Share and share alike with her partner, especially when it came to potential embarrassment on a nationwide level.

“Bite your tongue!” Daphne tightened the purple bow around her messy ponytail, then tugged on her lavender apron. “I’m as far from glamorous as it gets. Couldn’t even pass for farmgirl chic in my jeans and sneakers. Ideally my floral creations will get in the spotlight, not me. Not at all. But you look snazzy.” She whistled at Ivy’s teal A-line dress, pouffed out like something a fifties movie star would wear. 

“I always wear this dress at Shedd events. The color helps me blend in with the water in all the exhibits.” While true, it didn’t hurt that the cinched waist of the dress made her feel super skinny. She’d been haunted since Ruth left by the old saying the camera adds ten pounds. Must’ve been invented by a man. A relative of the guy who made dressing room mirrors add fifteen pounds and bags under your eyes.

Daphne paused, a clump of blue and green hydrangeas in one hand and a stalk of deep blue sweet peas in the other. “A man is waving at you from the top of the amphitheatre. It’s too early for guests. Must be your crew. Are you ready for your close up?”

“Not really. But, it gives me courage to picture how great it’ll feel to open A Fine Romance in a few months.” Though maybe not enough. When Ivy had signed the contract with RealTV, she hadn’t stopped to consider how it would feel to constantly have cameras trained on her. The episode she’d taped of Wild Wedding Smackdown focused on the bride and groom, but Planning for Love would keep its lens squarely on her much of the time. Like a restless flamenco dancer, nerves tapped out a rhythm insistently just beneath the surface of her skin. 

Taking a deep breath, Ivy turned around. And immediately felt as though a thousand-pound hippo stomped all that air right back out of her. The one man she’d spent weeks trying to banish from her thoughts currently leaned, ankles crossed, on the entrance wall to the Oceanarium, devilishly debonair in a tux. And why did her first reaction have to be noticing how damn handsome he looked? Because Ben Westcott—whether clothed or stark naked—was nothing if not drop-dead good looking.

“Uh oh,” whispered Daphne. “Isn’t that—”

“Yes.”

“Are you freaking out?”

“Little bit,” Ivy admitted. Daphne didn’t know the half of it. Holy crap. Blown away was more like it. Reeling from shock. Heck, if this was Victorian England, she’d probably fall into an old-fashioned swoon. Not that she intended to betray even a hint of her emotional uproar to Ben. She’d be as cool as the air in the penguin exhibit a floor below.

“Bet you’re surprised to see us, aren’t you?” Ollie hollered as he skittered down the steps, taking two at a time.

“Careful,” warned Ben. “We don’t want to recreate our first meeting with Ms. Rhodes. No reason for one of us to end up with a skinned knee every time we work together.” Pushing off the doorway, he shoved his hands in his pockets and descended the steps. He looked like a model. Make that a spokesmodel for very expensive sports cars. Or yachts. Or he could pass for a jet-setting prince in a Hollywood blockbuster, ready to gamble the night away in a Cote d’Azur casino.

Ivy blinked away the comparisons. She’d wasted enough time dreaming about Ben. Doing it with him right in front of her approached a pathetic level of absurdity. Plus, she didn’t want Daphne to realize just how shaken she was to see him again. She fisted her hands in the fluffy folds of her skirt, digging her nails into her palms. The sharp pain reminded her of the stinging words he’d hurled at her heart. When everything went so horribly wrong. Ivy smoothed on a smile for his gangly assistant.
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