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        * * *

      

      Melody Murphy sat at a table covered with a red, white, and blue tablecloth, looking around her at all the smiling faces enjoying the Independence Day party and couldn’t believe how much her life had changed in the months since she’d moved back home to Charles Town. Giving up her life as a marketer in Chicago had been difficult, but now that she was home, she knew it would be to stay. There was just something about small town West Virginia that made her heart sing, and considering she had lost her song completely when she’d moved home to help her mother run the family antique store about  after her father’s untimely death, she didn’t take the sound of music filling her soul lightly.

      Sophie Chambers, a friend from high school, and the one who had invited her out to her parents’ house to celebrate the Fourth of July, smiled at her from a few tables over, and Melody returned the grin. Since moving back home, she’d reconnected with lots of old friends and made some new ones. The most important one, of course, was her boyfriend, Reid Perry, who was sitting next to her, telling a fishing story to Memphis Nix, who had started dating Olivia Kensington, another of Melody’s high school friends, about the same time that Reid and Melody had got together. Olivia, a beautiful blonde, sat next to Memphis, and Melody was fairly certain she was only half listening, the same way Melody was, but they were both glad that Reid and Memphis had become such good friends. Memphis had moved to West Virginia from Texas to be with Olivia, and Reid had relocated from Montana about a year ago.

      The last several months had been a whirlwind. Melody had fallen in love with Reid, and his son, Michael, almost instantaneously when he’d inspired her last Christmas to believe in herself again. She’d blamed herself for her father’s death before, but now, she realized that Tim Murphy would want her to go on, to start singing and sharing her love for music with others. Since that time, the three of them had been practically inseparable, though thanks to Melody’s mom, Sarah, Michael had a great babysitter to keep him busy so Melody and Reid could go out on a few dates by themselves. Sitting in the waning light, holding Reid’s hand, Melody was certain there was no one else in the world she’d rather be with.

      “Dad! When’s it gonna be fireworks?” Michael shouted, running over and interjecting himself between Reid and Memphis. Luckily, the conversation had paused for a moment, so he wasn’t interrupting.

      “Just as soon as the sun goes down,” Reid explained for the hundredth time.

      “It’s down now!” Michael, a blond-headed, cherub-faced boy who had recently turned six, had a smear of blue cupcake frosting across his face, so Reid picked up a napkin, dampened from the condensation on his cup of sweet tea, and scrubbed at it.

      “Not quite, buddy. It’ll be down before you know it. Why don’t you and Holly go dance some more. You sure are a great dancer.”

      Michael’s look of disappointment blossomed into a smile, and he reached over and grabbed Holly’s hand, pulling the little girl back over to the makeshift dance floor. Alec, another of Melody’s friends from high school and a local DJ, had a nice beat going, and before long, Michael was back to gyrating on the dance floor, causing most of the adults to cover their mouths so as not to embarrass him, but he was cute.

      “You dance like that, too?” Memphis asked Reid, a grin on his face.

      “Oh, I’m much better than that. I can do the Q-tip, the grocery cart, and the water sprinkler.” Reid demonstrated each of his moves as he listed them, and Melody didn’t even bother to cover her amusement, laughing out loud.

      Reid turned to her, eyebrows raised. “What, Mel? You think you’re a better dancer than me?”

      “No, I… never professed to be.”

      “All right, that’s it.” Reid pushed his chair back and stood, reaching for her hand. “Let’s go show these folks how to cut a rug.”

      “I don’t think so,” Melody protested. She knew she wasn’t half bad at dancing, but the idea that soon Reid would be out on the dance floor showing her friends his crazy moves made her cringe.

      “Come on. You might just be surprised at how impressive I can be.” Reid straightened the collar of his blue polo shirt, like he was about to do something important.

      “Go ahead, Melody,” Olivia said encouragingly. “Have some fun. Besides, next to that, you’ll look like the professional part of a ‘Dancing with the Stars’ couple.”

      “Hey, are you calling me an amateur?” Reid asked, folding his arms and looking down at Olivia, who shrugged and tried to hide a laugh. “I resemble that remark.”

      “Okay,” Melody said, deciding he wouldn’t let up until she gave in. There were lots of other couples out there dancing, mostly Cindy and Leo Chambers’s friends, and some of them looked like they couldn’t care less what others thought about them, so Melody stood and took Reid’s hand, regretting her decision almost immediately as he began to boogie out onto the dance floor.

      “What are you doing, Dad?” Michael called, jumping up and down and spinning around.

      “What do you mean what am I doing? I’m getting my groove on.” Reid started snapping his fingers as he did some sort of strange arm movement, his head rocking back and forth, reminding Melody of an ostrich trying to peck through the fence at a zoo. She laughed so hard she thought her stomach might burst, and it was difficult for her to dance at all considering she was trying not to go into convulsions.

      Reid’s horrible dancing skills seemed infectious, however, as other couples took the dance floor alongside them. Sophie and her boyfriend Zach began to mimic Reid’s stellar moves, along with Delaney and Josh, Erin and Luke, and Lexi and her boyfriend Tyson, who mostly just stood there while Lexi twirled around like a ballerina. Eventually, Memphis managed to haul Olivia to her feet as well, and Valerie, who was dating Alec and had no partner, plucked Isabelle out of her chair, insisting they could look silly together. The only couple Melody didn’t see was Macey and her date Sam, who she thought might be out in the flower garden somewhere.

      “All right, all right, I think it’s time to slow it down a little bit,” Alec said when the faster song came to an end. “Someone’s going to hurt themselves. How about a nice ballad?”

      There was a little bit of groaning as those who had just joined in the horrible dance off had to stop their antics, but most of the couples decided to stay on the dance floor. Melody did feel a little sorry for Isabelle, but she went and sat near some of the other singles, and she saw she was still smiling from her excursion with Valerie, who was heading over toward Alec.

      Reid pulled Melody close and everyone else faded into the background, much like the setting sun. “So… you don’t appreciate my dance moves?” he said quietly near her ear.

      She turned her head, breathing him in. She’d never tire of the woodsy smell of his cologne. “I love your dance moves,” she assured him. “Best laugh I’ve had in a while.”

      Though she was partially kidding, she was relieved that she hadn’t hurt his feelings. “Good. That was my goal. To make you—and your friends—laugh.”

      “And probably a thousand people or so on YouTube assuming someone probably videoed that?”

      “If we’re lucky.”

      She admired how he didn’t mind looking silly. Being a performer most of her life, she often found herself more than a little concerned with what other people thought of her, something she was constantly trying to combat. She rested her head on his shoulder, her face an inch or so from his neck. “I love your silliness. I love your jokes and your goofiness. But I also love how hard you work, how you take care for Michael, and how you’ve dedicated your life to the Lord.” That last part had been a huge change since Reid had first moved here a year ago, but just as he had helped her see herself in a brand new light, Melody had helped him remember that God’s power and love was unconditional. Reid had become an instrumental part of the music ministry at church, as Melody had also increased her participation, and seeing his love for the Lord grow had been inspirational to many people, most especially Melody.

      Reid shifted so that he was glancing down at her. “I love everything about you, Mel. Everything. Even when you laugh at me in front of your friends.”

      Melody scoffed, pulling her head up to meet his eyes. “They’re your friends, too, you know?”

      “I know.” He looked around. “Most of them. That Memphis….”

      A chuckle escaped Melody’s lips because she knew he was joking. “He’s your best pal.” Sometimes she wished Reid and Memphis didn’t get along quite so well since every time they got together, they never stopped talking, and Olivia and Melody spent most of the evening trying to get a word in edgewise.

      “You’re my best pal.” Something about the sudden seriousness in Reid’s voice caught her attention, despite the silliness in the words, and for a moment, she considered leaning up and pressing her lips against his, though the fact that they were likely still being watched by at least a handful of guests prevented her from doing so. Instead, she smiled at him and returned her head to his shoulder, looking off into the distance at the fading sun as hues of pink and orange painted the horizon. In that moment, everything in the world seemed right.

      The song came to an end, and Alec announced that the fireworks would begin in just a minute. Melody watched as Leo, Sophie’s father, and a few of his friends jogged off, giddily, toward a location in the field behind the house, and she imagined that’s where the pyrotechnics would be coming from.

      She looked up at Reid and noticed he wasn’t looking at her at all, but across the dance floor at her friend Delaney. There was some sort of an exchange of nods, and Delaney headed toward Michael, who was closer to the DJ table. A second later, Delaney had him by the hand, and Michael was skipping off, back toward the table where Delaney and her boyfriend Josh had been sitting.

      “Where’s Michael going?” Melody asked.

      “Oh, he wanted to watch the fireworks with Delaney. He said she smells like chocolate.”

      While Melody didn’t doubt that was true, since Delaney owned the bakery and was known for her award winning hot chocolate, she still didn’t think it made much sense that Michael wouldn’t want to watch the fireworks with his dad and herself. She’d envisioned having him nestled on her lap as brilliant colors filled the sky. Over the last six months or so, she’d started to think of the little boy as if he were her own. Now, she was more than a little jealous to see him on Delaney’s lap.

      “Come on, I think we’ll be able to see them better from over here.” Reid gave her hand a gentle tug, and Melody followed him, though she wasn’t sure where they were headed. She gave Michael one last look, but he was talking to Delaney, a smile beaming from his face.

      Reid led her around the back of the Chambers’s house where there was a koi pond and several blooming shrubs. It wasn’t quite as beautiful as the front flower garden, but it was a nice, serene sight, even in the dim light of the falling sun. There was a stone bench, and Reid took a seat on it, pulling her over next to him. He was right; they should have a nice view of the fireworks from here.

      They sat in silence, holding hands, looking off into the distance, waiting. Melody was perfectly content to sit there with him, not saying a word. Her mind wandered back to a similar bench they’d sat on at Josh’s parents’ Christmas tree farm in December. It was one of the first lengthy conversations she and Reid had ever had, and she truly thought that was the moment when she realized she was beginning to fall in love with him.

      Her memories were interrupted by an explosion of red, blue, and gold, filling the sky in front of them. It was obvious that Leo had spared no expense as he began to fill their senses with wonder, the beautiful colors punctuated by the bursts of gunpowder. In the distance, Melody could hear the patriotic soundtrack Alec had put together, and it only made the spectacle more beautiful. She scooted closer to Reid and rested her head on his shoulder as he slipped his arm around her.

      They watched in awe for several minutes before he quietly said, “Melody, do you remember the first time we sat together on a bench like this one? While Michael built a snowman and played at the Christmas tree farm?”

      “I do. I was just thinking about that,” she admitted, turning so she could look at him.

      “Do you remember the conversation we had outside of the church, the day Michael went to see Santa?”

      She remembered that day, too. The day she’d finally been able to help him start seeing that his ruined marriage was not a punishment from God and that He still had a plan for Reid’s life. It had also been the day she’d started to wonder if she was being foolish throwing music away because she’d lost her father. “I remember,” she said quietly, wondering where he was going with this.

      “I realized that day that I didn’t want to be without you, ever. Watching you up on that stage at the Christmas Festival, I remember thinking, ‘by next Christmas, I want to make this woman my wife,’ and even though it’s only been six months or so since we started seeing each other, there is absolutely no doubt in my mind that you are the perfect woman, Melody, not only for me, but for Michael.”

      Melody sat upright, listening intently to his words as her forehead crinkled. “Reid…” she began, but she didn’t get much else out before she realized what he was doing.

      Punctuated by a barrage of gold and red light behind him, Reid dropped to one knee, and out of his shorts’ pocket, he pulled a small, golden circle. “Melody, I love absolutely everything about you. From your gorgeous green eyes to the way that your laughter fills the air. You’re smart, talented, honest, loving, and kind. And if you’ll have me as your husband, I promise you, I will do everything I can to show you how much I love you, every day of my life.” He held the ring up, and Melody felt tears begin to wind their way down her cheeks. “Melody Murphy, will you marry me?”

      The tears were streaming so quickly now, Melody could hardly get a word to leave her mouth, so she nodded her head emphatically instead until she could manage to get out the word, “Yes.” Reid slipped the ring on her finger, and Melody threw her arms around him, dropping down on the ground next to him. The fireworks continued to sound all around them, but they were nothing compared to the ones going off inside of her.

      Reid wrapped his arms around her and found her lips, kissing her passionately. “I love you, Melody.”

      “I love you, too,” Melody said with her whole heart. He kissed her again, and she squeezed her fingers together, concentrating on how complete her hand now felt with this tiny golden promise encircling her finger. She swore she’d never ever take it off. Not even once.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Carol of the Bells” filled the otherwise quiet dress shop as Melody stood as still as possible, waiting for Mrs. Schumacher to finish pinning the back of her gown. A year ago, the sound of Christmas carols was enough to make Melody nauseated. She had been doing everything she could to avoid them until Reid had made her understand that she needed to embrace the music her father had loved so well. Now, a year later, Melody found herself humming along.

      “It’s just lovely, Betty,” Sarah, Melody’s mother, was saying. Melody glanced over her shoulder and saw tears in her mother’s eyes. “She looks… just stunning.”

      “Thank you, Sarah,” the older woman with short white hair and perfectly placed red lipstick replied with a smile. “I think this will do the trick. So long as your weight doesn’t change again, young lady. This is the time of year folks are supposed to be adding on he pounds, not dropping them.”

      “I’m sorry,” Melody replied, feeling a bit like a scolded child. She hadn’t been intending to lose any weight at all, but it had been difficult to find time to eat when she was so busy trying to plan the wedding on top of everything else. Just getting the advertising done for the downtown area, which the mayor of Charles Town, Benny Houser, had personally hired her to do this year, would’ve been a full-time job. Then there was keeping the antique store stocked, looking after Michael in the afternoons between school and the time that Reid got finished working on the house he was restoring across town, getting ready for Christmas, and any other little thing that happened to pop up. Melody was beginning to think she’d be happy when she could flip the calendar to January. Maybe then life would slow down a little bit. Of course, it didn’t hurt that by then she will have been Melody Perry for a full week. That was something to look forward to all by itself.

      “All right, dear. It’s all pinned up. If you want to go into the dressing room, and slip out of it, I’ll take it from here.” Mrs. Schumacher held out her hand, as did Melody’s mom, and she stepped down from the stool she’d been standing on, careful not to step on her dress.

      It had taken weeks of looking in several neighboring cities for Melody to finally settle on this gown. It had a drop waist with a full skirt and plenty of layers of tulle beneath to give it a ball gown effect. The straps at the top were about an inch thick and lined with tiny, white, glass beads, which were also woven into the embroidered design that bloomed up from the bottom of the skirt to about Melody’s knees. She loved the white flowered design against the white satin of the gown itself, and even though her mother had cautioned her that she might want a dress with sleeves for a Christmas wedding, Melody had known the moment she saw it that this was the dress. She had expected her mom to be just as relieved that Melody was done looking as her two friends, Delaney and Olivia, who had been on every single shopping trip with the mother and daughter, had been, but Sarah seemed to think practical was better than stylish. Still, she bit her tongue, and Melody was glad for it. It was her wedding after all.

      It appeared as if there were a million buttons down the back of the gown, but it was actually a well-concealed zipper, and after Sarah stepped into the dressing room to get it started for her, Melody was able to get the gown off by herself, careful not to rip or wrinkle it too much. She couldn’t wait to see Reid’s expression when she came down the aisle wearing it. She was hopeful he might just get a tear in his eye—even though he insisted he was not the crying type. She giggled thinking about. Maybe she knew him a little better than he knew himself.

      After hanging the gown back on its satin hanger, she slipped on her jeans and a warm, gray sweater. It had gotten awfully cold outside this week, and with only two weeks left until her wedding day, Melody was hopeful that the snow and ice some forecasters were predicting would stay to the east of them. At the moment, they didn’t seem to know for sure what might happen, if anything at all, and that made Melody more nervous than knowing for certain her Christmas wedding would have Christmas snow.

      Once she was dressed, she carefully placed her dress back into the bag it had been transported in and brought it back out to Mrs. Schumacher. “Here you go. I was careful not to move any of the pins.”

      “I’m sure you didn’t,” the dressmaker assured her, carefully taking the bag and hanging it on a rack with a few others nearby. Like Melody’s own family, Betty Schumacher’s people had owned this little shop on the square for many years, and though she didn’t specialize in selling wedding dresses, she could alter just about anything. Melody’s mother had gone to school with Betty’s daughter, Liza, who had moved away years ago, but Betty was still good friends with the Murphys, and Melody was certain her dress was in wonderful hands. “I should have it done in a few days. I’ll call you, and you can stop back by. One more fitting, and if everything looks good, well, you can take it home.” Betty smiled and lovingly patted Melody on the arm.

      “Thank you so much.” Melody smiled back, letting her mind cease its constant worrying for a few moments to truly be grateful that she lived in a community where whatever a person needed, there was bound to be a friend or neighbor nearby who could help.

      “Let’s head over to the diner for some lunch,” Sarah suggested. She’d been able to hire a few people to help out part time at the antique store since Melody’s advertising had brought in so much new business over the last year, so she didn’t have to hurry back to the shop.

      Melody thought about all the other things she planned to do that day, with just two weeks to go until her wedding, but having lunch with her mom was also important. “Sounds good,” she said, and grabbing her coat from inside the dressing room, she put it on and zipped it up, checking her phone and wallet were still in the pocket before she told Mrs. Schumacher goodbye and headed out into the December air.

      The diner was just down the street and Sarah wanted to walk, despite the fact that the temperature had yet to climb above freezing. There had only been one snow so far, and that had been just after Thanksgiving, so the sidewalks were clear, but the weather forecasters were saying it was all being stored up somewhere, waiting to fall on them all at the same time. Melody just hoped it would wait a bit longer.

      “That dress sure does look lovely on you,” Sarah said as they walked along, Melody slightly behind her mother on the narrow walkway. “You’re going to be such a gorgeous bride.”

      “Thank you, Mom.” Melody didn’t really want to say much more since her teeth were beginning to chatter, but her mother didn’t seem to be as affected by the cold.

      “Macey says the flowers will be done by Friday, and then she and Sam will take them over to the church early Monday morning. It’s too bad they can’t get in any earlier, but I guess that’s what happens when you plan your wedding in the same facility where the Christmas Festival is held every year.”

      It was the hundredth or so time that Sarah had let Melody know she didn’t think it was a good idea to get married at The First Baptist Church at Christmas since the Christmas Festival was held there every year. This year, rather than having it on Christmas Eve, as they had most years since the event started nearly a hundred years ago, they’d decided to have it on Sunday, December 23 since Christmas Eve fell on Sunday, the day most people would already be heading to church. While the church was planning a small Christmas Eve service the next day, it was planned for after Melody and Reid’s wedding, which should be over by 6:00 if everything went as planned. Melody had originally thought perhaps they’d get married on Christmas Day so that the festival could go on as planned, but when Pastor Kyle Foster mentioned the churches had agreed it would be better to move the festival to Sunday, the day before Christmas Eve, Melody and Reid had decided it would be better to get married on December 24 so that Michael could have a normal Christmas Day. They’d decided to wait until after the holidays to go on their honeymoon, so if Michael could wake up in his own home Christmas Day and have everything be as expected, they both felt that would be ideal. Of course, that would be the first day that Melody woke up in his home as his new step-mother, but that would just be another Christmas gift to Michael who had wanted to call her mom since before Melody and Reid had even begun dating.

      Rather than reminding her mother that she was aware scheduling her wedding in the church the day after the Christmas Festival limited the amount of time they had to set up, Melody bit her tongue. She followed her mother into the diner, which was fairly empty since it was just past 11:00 and a Monday, and Wanda, a waitress who had worked there for years, showed them to a booth.

      “What can I get y’all to drink?” Wanda asked, smiling broadly. More Christmas music surrounded them, and Melody looked up at a thousand twinkling lights. Frank Bishop, the part-owner of the diner, along with his brother, and the head cook, loved to decorate for every holiday, but he sure took it to the next degree when it came to Christmas. There was a full-sized Christmas tree in the back corner as well as several smaller ones on every surface one wouldn’t be eating or cooking on. Snowmen, elves, reindeer, everywhere Melody looked, she saw mismatched, eclectic holiday decor that had clearly been accumulated over a number of decades. Still, there was something cozy about it, and she was happy to have gotten over her Christmas affliction of the year before.

      “Sweet tea with no lemon, please,” Melody said, smiling back and taking the menu Wanda offered.

      “I’ll have the same, but with lemon.” Sarah yanked her crimson scarf from around her neck and shrugged out of her coat while Melody stayed bundled up for a bit longer, still hoping to thaw a little more.

      Wanda hurried off, and Melody tried to decide between a sandwich and a salad. Thinking about what Mrs. Schumacher had said about the dress, she decided a sandwich was probably a better choice.

      “So… flowers are done. Delaney said she’ll get the cake there by 3:00, which is good because the caterers will be at the banquet hall by 5:00. I do hope this catering place is as good as Mrs. Gregory promised. And then, of course, we’ll be able to get in first thing in the morning to decorate the pews. I do hope enough of your friends who aren’t in the wedding party can stop by and help.”

      “Mom, I told you, Erin, Lexi, Sophie and Isabelle said they’d be more than happy to help.” Her mother had been going over lists of what needed to be done almost as methodically as Melody had been doing herself.

      “I know. I just… I hope they understand why they couldn’t be in the wedding.” Sarah brushed her short brown hair off her neck as if she were somehow too warm.

      “They understand.” Melody had made a lot of friends since she came back to town, and there was simply no way they could all be in the wedding party. Reid had asked Memphis, who had become his best friend over the last year, to be his best man. He’d also asked Josh and Zach to stand alongside him. While he absolutely got along nicely with the rest of Melody’s friends’ boyfriends, none of the rest of them were the type of friends she’d expect Reid to ask to stand with him at his wedding, which had limited Melody to three bridesmaids. There was no question she’d ask Delaney to be her maid of honor. They’d been talking about that since they were in fourth grade. She’d also asked Olivia and Valerie to stand up with her. The rest of her friends still wanted to help, but none of them seemed upset that she hadn’t asked them to be bridesmaids. She was sure she wouldn’t be participating in every single wedding that was sure to take place in Charles Town over the next few years.

      “Well, I sure hope so,” Sarah muttered. “Curtis will be there to help, of course, but I’m not sure he’ll be much help with tying bows and things like that.” Melody tried to envision her mother’s boyfriend tying dainty bows. “Do you think Reid’s parents will be inclined to help?”

      Melody arched her eyebrows, trying to formulate a response, but before she could answer, Wanda was back with their drinks. She ordered a grilled chicken sandwich with fries and her mom ordered a Cobb salad. As soon as Wanda walked away, she saw the expectant look on her mother’s face and knew she was awaiting an answer.

      “I’m not sure, Mom,” Melody admitted. “I met them once a few months ago, when we took Michael to visit over the summer. They seem like nice people, but I don’t know how inclined Patsy will be to spend the entire morning decorating the church on the day her only son is getting married.”

      “You’re my only daughter, too,” Sarah said quickly, running her fingers around the base of her glass before letting out a sigh and extracting the lemon from the glass to give it a good squeeze.

      “I know that, Mother,” Melody said, trying not to sigh herself. “But I think this is different. You’re the mother of the bride. I think you’re supposed to be more involved in the wedding than the mother and father of the groom.”

      “Says who?” Sarah asked. “In this day and age, I think both sides should take equal responsibility in helping out with the wedding….”

      “Okay, Mom. I’ll ask Reid about it.” Melody tried not to raise her voice, but her mother was starting to irritate her. She was beginning to think she would’ve been better off going home to work instead of having lunch out with her mother.

      “There’s no need to get snippy!” Sarah reprimanded. “I’m doing this to help you, you know.”

      With a deep breath, Melody said, “I know, Mom, and I appreciate it. It’s just all a little stressful.”

      “You’re telling me,” Sarah replied. She shook her head. “Flowers. Cake. Decorations. Music—Mrs. Gregory said she’ll be there by five o’clock at the very latest, so you know you can count on her to play you down the aisle. Oh, I do wish your father was here. He so wanted to sing a song at your wedding.”

      Melody looked up and saw the sadness in her mother’s eyes and knew that she was missing her father every bit as much as Melody was herself. “Mom, I know he would’ve wanted to be here. I wish he was, too. We’ll do our best to make it seem like he’s right there with us, though, okay? I know he’ll be watching us the whole time.” It was all she could do to say the words and believe them herself.

      Sarah nodded, and Melody assumed she was holding back tears. It would be three years on Christmas Eve since her father had lost his life in a car wreck on an icy road, and not a day went by that they both didn’t miss him terribly, but time had made it a little better, and Melody was hopeful she could use her wedding as a way to remember her dad, not as a sad occasion where she spent the entire time thinking about how he wasn’t there.

      “What about the bridesmaids dresses? Are those finished?”

      Wanda brought over their lunch and set it down, and Melody desperately wished she could focus on eating and not keep going over wedding plans. “All three of the girls said that they’re going in for final alterations today. Programs are done. They’re being shipped today and will be ready for pick-up next week.. He said the tuxedos are all ordered, and they’ll be picking them up Saturday before the shop closes for the holidays. Kate said Holly’s flower girl dress fits just fine, and of course Michael’s suit is with the tuxes. So… I think we’re good.” She plunked an extra-long fry in ketchup and shoved it in her mouth, hoping to get something in her belly before her mom thought of something else she hadn’t asked yet.

      “The photographer will also be there at five. I know you said you didn’t want any shots of yourself getting dressed….”

      “No, Mom, I don’t.” She knew there were tactful, even elegant pictures of brides getting ready for the big day, but she would just as soon keep that part of her wedding private.

      “And then we have to think about the reception….”

      “Mom, I’m pretty sure that’s being handled. We’ve already discussed the caterer. You hired your friend Glenna to handle the decorations, and you know Alec is a very reliable DJ. So long as the banquet hall is unlocked by four o’clock, we shouldn’t have any problems at all.”

      “I know. I just worry that something will go wrong.” Sarah took a bite of her salad and let out another sigh.

      “I’m sure something will go wrong, Mom,” Melody admitted. “It’s a wedding. Hardly ever does everything go as expected. But at the end of the day, as long as Reid and I are there, and we can profess our love for each other, that’s really all that matters. Sure, it would be nice if all of our friends and family can make it, if the music sounds right and the flowers are lovely, but all of that is just… frosting on the cake.” She wished she sounded as confident to herself as she seemed to sound to her mother, who was smiling and nodding now. “We have two weeks. That’s plenty of time to make sure we handle as much as we can, and beyond that, we have to leave it to God.”

      “Right, honey. You’re right, of course.” She took a deep breath and then reached across and patted Melody’s hand. “You know, I remember my wedding. Oh, goodness. It was nothing like the big events they have these days. It was just a little ceremony in the church and a cake afterward. I think only a couple dozen people were there. But it was one of the best days of my life, and that was because your father and I were together. You’re right when you say what really matters is that you and Reid are together, honey. I’ll try to remember that.”

      “Mom, I really appreciate everything you’re doing to make this day go as smoothly as possible. I’d be a basket case if it weren’t for you. But I want you to enjoy it, too. There’s no sense in both of us acting looney tunes. Now, let’s just eat our lunch and talk about something else. I hear there’s a major holiday right around the corner, one you’re rather fond of. Maybe we should talk about Christmas instead.”

      “Oh, no, Melody. I haven’t even begun to think about everything we have to do for Christmas….”

      Melody wished she had kept her mouth shut as her mother began to talk about still having presents to wrap and a turkey to buy. She focused on her sandwich and thought about how wonderful it would be when she and Reid finally walked back down the aisle together as husband and wife. Then, all of this would be over and their new life together could finally begin.
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      “Has Memphis lost his mind? Has he seriously gone out of his gourd? I think we may have to have his head examined, because, in all honesty, that is the craziest, most utterly ridiculous idea I have ever heard in my life!”

      Melody was sitting on the sofa in Reid’s living room while Michael played in the other room, hoping to discuss some of the finer points of the wedding her mother had brought up over lunch. She most certainly hadn’t been expecting for Reid to tell her that his best man had lost every last bit of sanity overnight and come up with a harebrained idea that, in Melody’s mind, seemed to threaten the entire wedding.

      She could tell by Reid’s expression, however, that it wasn’t Memphis’s mental state he was worried about. “Melody, it’ll be fine. It’s just for two days, and by then, we’ll have everything under control anyway. Not that we don’t already.” He put both hands up as if he were trying to keep her from jumping off a ledge.

      “Memphis wants to take you up to the mountains on a fishing expedition the weekend before we get married? That’s insane!”

      “Not the whole weekend. I’ll be back on Sunday in plenty of time for the rehearsal and subsequent dinner.”

      “The day before our wedding, Reid. What if… what if something happens and you’re not able to make it back?”

      “He has four-wheel drive. Besides, the forecast is saying the snow and ice are going to hold off until after the wedding.”

      “Oh, because forecasting the weather in the Blue Ridge Mountains is a very easy task.” Melody folded her arms and concentrated on taking deep breaths. She didn’t want to be one of those women who was always telling her husband what he could and couldn’t do, but this seemed like a really silly idea to her.

      “Are you guys fighting?” Michael walked in with a worried crease across his brow.

      “No, buddy. We’re not fighting,” Reid assured his son, ruffling his blond hair. “Melody was just telling me about how she thinks Memphis is a goofy guy, that’s all.”

      Michael cocked his head to the side, as if he wasn’t sure he could trust this information. “Well, I can see that.” Michael seemed to think Memphis was a pretty cool guy most of the time, since he almost always wore his boots and cowboy hat, but he also liked to joke around with Michael. “It sure sounded like you were angry though, Miss Melody.”

      Melody managed a smile, wishing she could just go ahead and tell Michael he could call her mom. Miss Melody just seemed so formal, and since his real mother was out of his life completely, once she and Reid were married, she would be his mom in every way. “I’m sorry, sweetie. I guess I was a little loud.”
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