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CHAPTER 1
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Kate Jefferson hung up the phone with a display of undisguised annoyance. “I told you, we should have just said ‘no’,” she declared, brushing a loose curl of dark hair off her forehead.

Across the room, her best friend and business partner, Melinda O’Donnell, looked up from her desk. “Said ‘no’ to what?”

“This whole stupid weekend!” Kate indicated the notepad of lengthy scribbles reflecting the Murchie bride’s latest whiny little demands to the caterers. “I swear this woman’s going to be the death of us one way or the other.”

“Mission Control, we have T minus forty-eight hours and counting. All systems look ‘go’ for a successful launch. I know this is a colossal pain, but we’re down to the last straw, the home stretch, the final countdown...” Mel scrunched her forehead as if trying to squeeze one more cliché out of her brain.

“If only you mixed martinis as well as metaphors I’d be a lot happier right now. Look outside, will you?  It’s a beautiful Friday afternoon, we’re in San Francisco, we should be knocking off work early and go play. But noooooo, We have to be on call 24/7 for the Princess Bride. What, do we look like doctors?” 

“I think the more accurate title is ‘miracle workers’.”

“Yeah, tell me about it.”

Hands down, Livia Murchie was the most self-centered and troublesome client who had ever walked through their front door. Unfortunately, she and her mother also held the power to keep others in their elite social circle from walking through it between now and eternity if they weren’t totally and completely happy with every last detail. 

“Talk about over-inflated egos!” Kate proclaimed and not for the first time since this whole ordeal had begun.

“That’s not the only thing inflated about them. Dare I ask what her Highness wants now?”

Kate shook her head in exasperation before launching on Livia’s latest litany of changes. With each item, she felt her temper rise in response. Wasn’t a wedding supposed to be the happiest day of a young woman’s life?  Certainly this one was doing everything in her power to keep everyone on a high boil.

“Yikes,” Mel responded before the end of the first page had even been flipped. “No wonder you’re turning five shades of purple. Next time, just let the machine get it.”

“Wouldn’t stop her. She’d just use up the whole tape and then call back.”

“Look on the bright side. It’ll all be over by this time Sunday afternoon and then we can crash.”

“We’re not crashing enough already?  I’m telling you, Hell has a place for weddings like this.”

Her partner’s response was a chuckle of agreement. “Need I remind you it’s why she’s getting exactly what she deserves by marrying a jerk like Brian.”

Kate arched a brow of suspicion. “I always thought you liked him.”

“I’m the best friend, hon. I’m supposed to like everybody you like. That is, until you don’t like them anymore, then I can tell you what I really think.”

“Oh great, that helps.”

“It should. It also happens to be true.”

“Then why were you the one always inviting him along?”

Mel pondered the question a moment. “He had a great car for tailgate parties at the beach. You gotta give him that.”

“It was a hearse, Mel. It’s what you get when you’re dating the son of a mortician.”

“Yeah, well, just be glad you’re not marrying one. Can you imagine if he ever started bringing his work home...”

Good ol’ Mel. Always knowing just the right thing to say. It was the reason the two of them had hit it off from the very first day of high school. It was the same reason why, years later, their partnership had made Everything But the Groom the most successful wedding consultant agency in the Bay Area. Romantics at heart, there had seemed no better outlet for their creativity and initiative than in helping happy couples plan a stress-free day and keep within a well-tailored budget. “Not to mention,” Mel always hinted, “it puts us first in line to meet all the bachelor groomsmen and wealthy uncles nobody else has snagged yet.”

Suffice it to say, her wishful thinking from the sidelines had thus far yielded only the attention of a ring bearer who looked like Eddie Munster and an octogenarian minister who had kept asking her if he was at the right wedding and which one of them was going to pay his bus fare back to Antioch. The Murchie/Iverson nuptials didn’t promise to reverse the current trend.

Kate, on the other hand, was too wed to the business to be aggressively scouting for potential soul mates. Or so Mel had come to realize. It’s wasn’t as if she didn’t get her share of looks, even from an occasional groom whose mind she probably could have changed in a heartbeat just by returning his smile. Instead, there was a disturbing sense of resignation about her, an outside-looking-in feeling that all the best men had already been taken and all the best weddings would belong to someone else.

“It’s not the worst thing in the world to see an old college boyfriend get married,” Mel had been telling her for the past six months. Kate had to agree with her. The worst thing in the world was getting hired by his too-blond, too thin, and too-rich fiancée to make their Mill Valley nuptials the social event of the century. “I want this to be the wedding everyone talks about,” Livia informed them as if they personally possessed the ability to influence the tide of public reaction. What ever happened to just living happily ever after, Kate wondered.

“So what else does the Queen of Sheba want us to do?” Mel inquired, stretching back in her chair. 

Beneath long lashes, Kate’s green eyes were flashing with contempt. “What do you want to hear about next,” she said, “the ice sculpture swans or the goose pate?”

Mel feigned horror. “Oh God, don’t tell me the swans are history. I loved the swans.”  Although the stylization which made their long necks look like a giant heart wasn’t exactly a new idea, Mel had always maintained it was nonetheless pretty.

“Kiss ‘em good-bye. Now she wants them to be the Eiffel Tower.”

“What?”

“Yep, you heard me.”

“In two days?!”

“Two days and counting.”


“Is she totally out of her mind?”

“Oh, she acquired a mind? What—someone brought her one at the shower? Or was it on the gift registry and I just missed it?”  Kate had her own opinions as to why Livia axed the swans and now shared it out loud for Mel’s benefit. “Personally, I think she just likes rubbing it in that she and Brian are going to Paris for their honeymoon.”

“Whoopy-doo. As if she hasn’t already told us about it eighty-three thousand times.”

“So this makes eighty-three thousand and one.”

“You’ve been to Paris,” Mel pointed out for no particular reason. “Twice.”

And both times, Kate wistfully thought, I went by myself. At twenty-eight years old and with no permanent commitment besides to her job, it was a state of travel which wasn’t likely to change any time soon. Besides, being alone is far preferable to the type of self-centered petty existence those two are about to enter into. Livia and Brian—two of a kind—just like the platinum credits cards their parents kept plopping down for this wedding—one hundred percent plastic...

As she proceeded down the list, her best friend was only half-listening. Thank goodness it’s not Kate’s wedding to the Iverson jerk, Mel couldn’t help but think. Kate deserves a lot better. Kate deserves a knight in shining armor. A knight in shining armor with a nice head of hair and a great ass. An animal lover would be nice, too, she thought. Dogs. Kate was the kind of person who should have dogs and a couple children. Dogs and children and a devoted husband who knew how to take care of all of them. 

The irony, of course, is that Kate—especially lately—had been trying to convince herself and everyone else that not only was a happily ever after just not in the cards but, further, she was okay with it. Mel couldn’t even remember the last time she’d been out on a date. Specifically, a real date and not just one to interview other professionals in the wedding industry. “You’re gorgeous,” Mel kept telling her. “The mirror doesn’t lie.”

Kate was naturally slender where Mel had a tendency to do daily battle with the bathroom scale. Kate’s hair was long and dark; Mel had inherited her mother’s curly Irish locks which were kept short as a futile attempt to try to keep them in line. Even their contributions to the agency itself were worlds apart. Kate was the cool-headed businesswoman with the finesse to work miracles; Mel was the clown with the sense of humor to keep Kate and everyone else from killing each other at zero hour.

“I really think we should pass on this one,” Kate had remarked when the Murchie/Iverson wedding first fell into their laps right after Christmas.

Mel mistakenly interpreted Kate’s words at the time to mean she still had passionate feelings for the groom. “I thought you’d put all that behind you,” she’d said, wondering how she’d been so blind as to not see any semblance of a still-flickering torch for Love Gone Wrong. Granted, she’d rather see her best pal pining in love for someone who was actually worthy of her. In Mel’s book, this was practically anyone on the planet just as long as he wasn’t Brian Iverson.

“It’s not about Brian at all,” Kate assured her. Brian Iverson had been a self-centered control freak who was still living his life as an extension of high school. Romantic and attentive at the start of their romance, he had quickly devolved into someone who saw Kate as little more than the ultimate trophy date to show off to his friends. “Yeah, yeah, so you’ll miss getting all those sprays of lilies,” Mel comforted her when they broke up, “but how do you know for sure they weren’t really—okay, how do I put this delicately? Leftovers?”  Kate’s dating the only heir to the Iverson Mortuary had provided Mel with a wealth of puns.

“So why exactly should we turn the job down?” Mel had pressed. 

“We’re talking big bucks, kiddo.”  

Livia Murchie was the closest thing to a walking blank check they’d probably ever see in their lifetimes. Undeniably, it would be a huge coup to have her as a client, particularly in terms of the word-of-mouth publicity it could generate among her as-yet-unmarried peers. If Livia was a prime example of the Mill Valley mind-set, they were all avaricious and competitive young women for whom the glitter and glitz of the wedding day, the exotic honeymoon, and the warehouse of presents from San Francisco’s finest department stores took precedence over any commitment to the marriage itself.

“We’re also talking big pressure,” Kate warned her. 


“It’s only another wedding. Nothing we haven’t done before.” 

“Au contraire, mon ami. One tiny thing goes wrong with this wedding and Livia Murchie blames the whole ball of wax on me.”

“Why? Just ‘cuz you used to date the guy she’s ending up with?”

“Empires have been leveled for far less, believe me.”

“Chill out,” Mel said. “We’re in this together. What could possibly go wrong?”

For the past six months—and particularly the last six days—they were discovering little, if anything, was going right. 

“Well, at least the whole schmear will look nice in an album when it’s over,” Mel now remarked as she stuck her plastic fork into the take-out carton of Wings cashew chicken she had just started nibbling on during the latest Livia Moment. When was the last time we actually treated ourselves to a real lunch out somewhere, she tried to recall. Certainly their location near Union Square afforded them plenty of opportunity to experience the best of the city’s culinary diversity. Lately, though, they’d been subsisting on whatever they could call in and one of them could run out and pick up.

Her reference to their photographer brought a momentary smile to Kate’s face. In the big scheme of things, it was the only area which had been left untouched.

* * *
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“HEY, RODGE. JACK.”

Roger Stathakis grinned at the welcome sound of his friend’s voice on the line. “Hey, what’s up?”

“Same old same old. How’s Joan?”

“Big as a house – but don’t you dare tell her I said it!”

“Mum’s the word.”

“Man, I gotta tell you this kid stuff is really awesome.”

“And at your age—” Jack whistled. “Who would have thought? No milkmen around your neighborhood, are there?”

“Cute.”

“Listen, I need a favor.”

Roger shifted the phone to his other hand as he reached into the fridge for a beer. “Anything, you know that.”

“You know the gig you were telling me about—the wedding up in Mill Valley?”

“Yeah?”

“I need to tag along.”

“Umm, I don’t know...”

“What do you mean you don’t know?  You just said ‘anything’.”

“Yeah, but a wedding—” 

“What’s the problem?”

“Well, number one, I don’t work with a partner and everybody knows I don’t work with a partner.”

“So? First time for everything. Tell ‘em you’re breaking me in.”

“And number two,” Roger continued, “the girls who are planning this thing are really getting put through the ringer by the parents of the bride and groom—but, hey, it’s another very, very long story.”  Though Roger’s contact with Livia Murchie had thus far been minimal, he had come away with a pretty clear impression of what she must have been like as a child; specifically, the kind who ran with scissors and didn’t play well with others.

“Come on, Rodge, I’m not asking you for the moon here.”

“You may as well be. No can do.”

“Why not? It’s just a wedding. Besides, you’re my best bet. I can’t think of any other way to crash it.”

“‘Crash it’?  Did I just hear you right?”

“Did I just hear you say ‘yes’?”

Roger shook his head, never ceasing to be amazed at his compadre’s reputation for chutzpah. “Why don’t you just show up as a guest or something like a normal person?”

“Can’t do. I need to be there before the main event.”

“Why?”

“Can’t give you the details, amigo. So are you going to help me out or not?”

This is Jack you’re talking to, Roger reminded himself. Jack who wouldn’t be putting you out like this unless he had a helluva good reason.

“Still there?” Jack asked when no answer was forthcoming.

Roger hesitated. “I really hate to do this to Kate and Mel.”

“Kate and Mel—are they the bride and groom?”

“No, stupid. It’s Kate and Mel, they’re the wedding planners.” Even if I tell him ‘yes’, what possible excuse could I give ‘em for ducking out on such short notice?

As clearly as if he had posed his question out loud, Jack was already volunteering a suggestion. “It’s not like Joan couldn’t go into labor over the weekend...”

“Don’t do this to me, Jack.”

“How ‘bout this: you could tell your friends I’m an old Army buddy who offered to stand in for you at the last moment...”

“You’re killing me, man.”

“Or I could be the trendy French photographer – Jacques – I’m so good I don’t even have a last name! What do you say?”

“I’m think I’m gonna puke.”

Suddenly Joan’s anguished voice in the background shouted. “Roger!”

“Oh shit.”

“What happened?”

“Oh God! I think she really is going into labor!”  The phone went dead.

***
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FROM THE VERY START, Livia Murchie had insisted on no less than the talents of Roger Elliott Stathakis to memorialize the most important day of her life. Roger, a long-time friend of Kate’s, had seen the same dollar signs as Mel and encouraged them to take the assignment, in spite of his own raillery of Mill Valley’s elite. “At least the rich always lay a good spread at these things,” he had reminded them. “Nobody ever goes away hungry.”  By the girth of him, Roger hadn’t gone away hungry from anything for a very long time.

It also went without saying Livia could be counted on to order hundreds of reprints and enlargements for her ‘closest friends’. “All part of the plan,” Mel opined, “to rub their noses in her success at snaring a husband.”

The telephone rang just as Kate was going to finally unwrap her first piece of foil wrapped chicken.

“It’s her again, Mel. I can just feel it.”

“Want me to get it?”

“Please,” Kate insisted, pushing back her chair to make an escape. “One more conversation with the she-demon today and I’m going to scream.”

“Your hunger headache’s probably not helping, either.” Mel knew her best friend well enough to recognize when she was pushing herself beyond reasonable limits. “Get something in your stomach. It’ll make you feel better.”  With that, she pasted on her most congenial smile before lifting the receiver and issuing their standard agency greeting. “Good afternoon,” she said cheerfully. “‘Everything But the Groom’...”

As Kate slipped into the back room which pulled double duty as kitchen and conference studio, she caught the last strains of Phil Collins’ latest song. Mel had left the radio on by the fridge, dialed to a local station Kate was convinced only knew how to play three artists: Phil, Elton, and Rod. 

The weather report interrupted her musing.

“Break out those sun-bunny shades for a long patch of summer,” the DJ lazily drawled. “Looks like a June weekend of baby-blue skies for the City by the Bay...”

At least Livia can’t grouse about a forecast so promising. One little angstrom of a cloud on the bride’s horizon this Sunday and she’d find a way to blame it on the agency. “Forget El Niño!” she’d haughtily announce at the reception. “It’s Kate’s fault because she’s just jealous, jealous, jealous!”

Yeah right, Kate nearly said out loud. Like I’m going to be jealous of anyone marrying a guy who once bragged he ‘wasn’t built for monogamy’. The line still cracked her up with the funny physical image it conjured. Still, it just somehow didn’t seem fair. Here I am planning the wedding for these two. Who’s going to plan my wedding? Hell, who’s going to be the groom? Stop thinking about it, Kate. He was, is, and always will be a jerk with too much testosterone and too little brains. 

“...and in other news,” the DJ continued, “the search is still on for the two remaining suspects in last week’s armed robbery of Sebastopol’s First City Credit Union. Authorities are looking for the driver in the rush-hour heist and a fourth accomplice in a bold robbery which was—” 

Mel poked her head in the doorway. “Rodge is on the phone,” she said. Something in the way she looked when she said it made Kate ask if something was wrong.

“He’s at the hospital,” Mel replied.

Panic instantly shot through Kate’s body from head to toe. “Oh my God—”

“It’s Joan. She’s in labor.”

Kate did a quick calculation in her head as she followed Mel back out to the foyer. “Labor?  But she’s not due til—”

Mel had already scooped up the receiver at Kate’s desk and pressed it into her hand. “I know.”

“Hey, Rodge, it’s Kate. Is Joan—”

“I don’t know.”  Roger was uncustomarily breathless, a side effect of impending fatherhood at what he labeled the ‘ancient age of 42.’  “She’s in with her doctor right now. We don’t know yet if it’s just false labor or—”

“Take it easy, Rodge. Calm down...”  Calm down yourself, Kate, this will all work out. It’s just a false labor. Roger will still be at the wedding. He’s not going to let you down.

Mel picked up her own phone and voiced the same reassurance. “You guys’ll be fine,” she said. “Just remember all the breathing stuff you did in Lamaze.”

Roger cleared his throat. “I don’t think I can do it.”

“Sure you can,” Mel insisted, refreshing his memory on what he had learned in class. “It’s easy. It’s just breathing. In, out, in, out, wuh, wuh wuh—”

“We have every confidence in you,” Kate echoed. “Everything will go just fine.”

“No,” he said, “what I mean is—” there was an awkward pause. A pregnant pause, as Mel would later call it. “I don’t think I can do the wedding this weekend.”

“What?!” they both exclaimed in unison. Simultaneously, they also felt the same rush of embarrassment at putting Livia Murchie’s wedding and reception ahead of Joan giving birth to her first child. 

“Maybe it’s just a false alarm like you said,” Mel offered, trying to sound optimistic. “You know what they always say about first pregnancies. You’ll probably have her back home by dinner.”

Roger wasn’t so sure. “Even if it’s not the real thing,” he replied, “it could mean she’s getting real close. And if it means she’s going to have the baby this weekend—listen, I’m sorry, guys, but I have to be there with her. That’s all there is to it.”

She would like to have told him it was okay, that she was sure Livia Murchie would understand. Except she knew Livia too well. Livia would find a way to pin the bad-timing of Joan’s pregnancy on her, too.

Across the room, Mel pulled out her Rolodex and was furiously flipping through names. Much as she admired her friend’s confidence in finding a replacement, Kate also knew their chance of finding someone at such late notice was—

“Are you still there, Kate?” he asked, alarmed she might have already passed out from his jolting news.

“Yeah, Rodge, I’m still here.”  Kate was feverishly wracking her brain trying to come up with a solution to this, their latest crisis.

“Listen, kiddo, I know this puts you two up a creek so I’ve got an idea.”

You could tell your wife to hold off on this baby thing until Monday, she wanted to say. 

“I know this guy—he’s an old Army buddy, okay?  I talked to him before I called you and it turns out he’s free for the whole weekend.”

“I’m not following. What exactly does an old Army buddy— ”

“He’s pretty good with a camera,” Roger volunteered. “A lot of people think so.”

“‘Pretty good’? Roger, she asked for you, not some guy with a disposable camera you know from somewhere else and Mel and I don’t even know at all! A busload of Japanese tourists are ‘pretty good’ with cameras. What I need is a photographer. A real photographer.”

“Hey, hey, just calm down, okay?  The point is Livia Murchie doesn’t know me from Adam.”

“His name is Adam?”

“No, it’s Jack. Jack Armstrong.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Which is no reflection on his talent.”

Kate raked a hand through her hair in exasperation. “You can’t be serious about someone taking your place—not at this late date, not after all the crap she’s putting us through on everything else!”

“Why not?”

“Why not?!  Rodge, she’s going to land on us with all claws when she finds out you’re not there.”

“So she won’t.”

“What are you talking about?  You just said—”

“Come on, she’ll never know he’s not me and everything will turn out the way she wants. I swear you can trust him. You can trust me.”

“Him, I don’t even know,” she retorted. “And you—you’re being a flake. Besides, did it ever occur to you maybe there’ll be people there who do know you?”

“Like who?”

“Like what about a reporter, what about...I don’t know—what about someone knowing this guy...what about....”  

“Chill out, will you? Just breathe slowly—in, out, in, out, wuh, wuh wuh—I swear it’ll work. He won’t let me down. He’s not that kind of a guy.”

Kate rolled her eyes. “So this guy—does he have a phone number?  Where’s his studio? What’s his website?”  

She reached for her notepad, dismayed by the reality she had roughly between now and ten o’clock tomorrow morning to run a total newcomer through the drill and to hope he didn’t screw up. We should have had a back-up, she now chided herself. We should have had a back-up just like theater productions always have understudies in case the star breaks a leg. The show must go on. The wedding must go on. Why didn’t we ever think of this before?

“He’s—uh, not exactly out there website-wise.” 

“What?! A professional photographer and he doesn’t even have an online portfolio I can look at?”  Her skepticism was returning at full gallop. “Where did you say you know this guy—let me guess—he loads the film for the photo booths at K-Mart?”

“Let’s just say he’s hard to get hold of sometimes. I mean, you know, the people who need to get a hold of him always know how to, um—” 

“‘Um’ what?  I’m not liking the sound of this.”

“Well, let’s just put it this way: he only does referrals.”

“Referrals?”

“He’s like a specialist, you know, it’s not like you can just walk in somewhere and get Jack Armstrong to take your picture.”

“Oh, that inspires confidence, you’re making him sound like the reincarnation of Ansel Adams. Why do I think if I look at every single wedding book in our shop we will not see a single mention of the extraordinary Mr. Armstrong? Well?” 

“You could at least give him a chance. Maybe you’ll even like him.”

She was already fairly certain she wouldn’t.

“This isn’t the time to start breaking in novices,” Mel pointed out. “The wedding is the day after tomorrow.”

“I know, I know—” 

“Let’s just say I need to get hold of him—” Kate continued, annoyed Roger had yet to answer her question.

“Listen, guys, I’ve gotta go. Joanie’s doctor just came out and is waving me in.”

“Roger—” 

“I gave him the address. He’ll meet you at the Murchie place at ten tomorrow, okay?”

He hung up before she could protest. Great, the wedding of the decade, the wedding which will decide whether I pay my mortgage next month, and instead of the best photographer in Northern California I am going to get some guy who is still wearing fatigues on a weekend pass from a VA hospital!

Mel forced a weak smile. “At least we have a photographer.” 

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Mel held out the plastic bag containing the second of two fortune cookies which had come with their order. “Maybe our luck will change?” Certainly they’d had enough things go wrong already that day it could only go upward from here.

Kate reached for the remaining crescent with trepidation. It’ll probably be empty, she predicted. Empty fortune cookies are never a very healthy sign.

The curled strip of pink paper fluttered out of its broken shell and landed on Kate’s shoe. Mel reached down to retrieve it. “‘Love is where you find it,’” she read.

Kate smirked. “They didn’t happen to print an address, did they?”
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CHAPTER 2
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Another beautiful sunset in the City by the Bay. Another evening alone. Kate finally locked the office door behind her. It was already 6:30. 

“Sure you don’t want to go to Nordstrom with me?” Mel had tried to persuade her an hour earlier. “It’s their half-yearly.”

“Seen my closet lately?  It’s already at the bursting point.”

“But it’s like calories,” Mel insisted. “Anything you get that’s half off cancels out whatever was already there.”

“Scary-assed wisdom if I’ve ever heard it. How do you come up with these things?”

Mel shrugged. “It’s a gift. Sure you don’t want to come along?”  To entice her further, she even offered to spring for dinner.

Kate begged off that not only had they just had a long day but tomorrow was earmarked to be even longer. “I think I’ll just finish up around here and catch something to eat on the way home.”

As was her custom recently, she stopped by at B-44, a popular Spanish restaurant she had started taking clients to for business lunches. A little red wine and a snack before the impossible commute back to her apartment. Typical of a Friday night, it was already packed with “FiDi’s,” the Financial District’s stylish up-and-comers. She took her place at a corner of the bar and, almost magically, a glass of vino appeared, courtesy of the management.

“So...are we meeting someone special tonight?” queried Antonio, the regular barkeep.

“No, just going to decompress a little before trying to get home.” She took a sip and sighed. “Heaven. Thanks.”

“Bad day?”

“I’ve had worse.”  Lately, though, they all seem to start with “L” for Livia.

She surveyed the scene before her. Various bankers, brokers, and young execs in the making. Most of them were around her age, some of them even younger. All wearing trendy Euro-style suits, trendy Euro-style glasses, and more mousse in their hair than she had. They probably all smoke, too, she mused. 

What would it be like, she wondered as she studied one gentleman with a complex ‘do’ glistening with gel. Well, my hands would probably either get stuck in his head or slip out at just the wrong time. 

Antonio nudged her attention toward one of the regulars whom they had facetiously nicknamed “Don Juan” for his seemingly tireless efforts to pick up any woman in the restaurant. Don Juan was twenty-something. Tonight he was wearing a dark brown, six-button single breasted pinstripe suit with a bright teal shirt and orange print tie. His hair was moussed in a variety of directions which defied gravity. His glasses were the narrow, oval, wire-framed type, and this edition of The Modern Male was sporting a rather anemic goatee. While his hair and goatee were arguably black, he had blond highlights in his hair.

“I see Don Juan is trying again,” Kate remarked.

Antonio laughed. “Oh yes, it kinda makes you wonder what will happen if he ever succeeds.”

“I pity the girl.” she replied under her breath. With that, Don Juan’s latest target excused herself upon the arrival of her date.

Antonio shook his head, “Oh well, I guess it’s another evening alone with his Palm Pilot.”

Kate nearly choked on her wine. Well, she thought, it is more entertaining than watching a baseball game. Fortunately, she herself never had to repel an advances from this geeky Lothario. He seemed to have a penchant for vacant-looking blonds whereas Kate, should he ever even glance her way, would immediately have reduced him to rubble with a cold, hard stare from her intense green eyes that said, “Don’t even think it.”

“Do you want something to eat?” Antonio asked as he reached for a place setting.

“Sure, why not?” 

She loved this place. It was warm and friendly. She felt safe here, as though she didn’t have to explain to anyone why she was there alone on a beautiful Friday night in San Francisco. Now if she went to a restaurant like Bayonne—well, Bayonne would be a different story. No, for a place like Bayonne she would require a date. Not just any date but the date of her dreams. A scene-stealing moment from Hollywood as all eyes stared at her. That would be Bayonne. But for now, she didn’t want to cook and she didn’t want to be alone. So a few bites at the bar and an occasional word with Antonio would suffice. The odd looking suits would keep their distance since she wasn’t part of the Financial District crowd. Her own impeccable clothes signaled she was someone who talked to real clients in person, not just over email or cell phones. 

“Jack! What’s going on?” Antonio was addressing the latest customer who just walked through the door.

Now he doesn’t belong here at all, she thought as she looked at the handsome man who was shouldering his way through the gaggle of martini-sipping yuppies and making his approach to the bar. Jeans. He’s wearing jeans. And a leather jacket. No mousse. No highlights. No discernible agenda. His tanned complexion suggested he held a job which kept him outside. Muscles. Muscles everywhere. She noticed the prawn she was about to eat had slipped off the fork and back onto her plate some time ago. 

“Hey, Tony. You got the case ready for Mike?”

“Sure thing. You off work already?”

“Yeah, I was over there just hanging out and he asked if I could pick up some wine for him. He said he’d called earlier.”

“Tell him he owes me. It’s back here.”

“Make him pay in cash.” 

Antonio laughed at what had to be a private joke between them. The mysterious stranger came around the corner of the bar and with one effortless motion hoisted the case onto one shoulder.

“Later, Tony.”

“Say ‘hi’ to your ol’ man for me.”

He runs errands. Oh, this is great. He’s probably a plumber. Moonlighting. Part time job, an ex-wife with a kid. No, make it three kids, all under age ten. Maybe he’s a parolee. Yeah, that’s it. He’s out for now. Has to check in every two hours with his parole officer. Probably wearing one of those electronic collar things on his ankle. Oh that would be odd, wouldn’t it?  She slipped into a luscious daydream, feeling his warmth next to her. Completely, fully satisfied the heroine begins to go off to a blissful dreamland. Suddenly she hears a voice—his voice—speak into the phone. She hears him give someone her phone number. Through a tangle of mussed hair, she looks at the clock on her bedside table. It’s 1:00 in the morning. “Sorry honey, every two hours, you know.” She sighed. Like Mel would say, “If he’s not married or a felon, he’s probably gay.”

Kate aggressively speared the prawn. I really do have to get out more. 

A glass of deliciously straightforward Priorat and a cappuccino later, she decided to head for home. Home again to an empty apartment.

“What? Leaving so soon?” The bartender looked personally wounded as she reached for her purse to settle the tab. “The night is still young!”  He burst into a spontaneous aria.

“Don’t tempt me,” she replied with a laugh. 

“What if tonight is the night?” he teased as he took her credit card.

“The night for what?”

“Your ship to come in, of course!”

“Story of my life. My ship will come in and I’ll be at the airport.”

For such a lively place, it was funny how she had been able to spend most of this time alone with her thoughts, punctuated only now and then by the bartender’s attentiveness she wasn’t going hungry or thirsty. Still though, she was getting tired of judging places just by whether she felt comfortable being alone in them. She bid Antonio goodnight and paused briefly at the door on her way out. The sweet young hostess chirped, “Goodnight, ma’m, come back again soon.”  Ma’m. Nothing like hearing yourself called ‘ma’m’ to make you suddenly feel ancient. She smiled weakly and crossed the street to her car. It was already 9:30.

The message light on the machine was blinking when she reached the apartment. Not again. It’s her. I can’t talk to her again. She stared at the light, knowing she had to pick up the messages but not particularly wanting to. Wanting instead to sink into a bathtub of Caswell Massey sandalwood bubbles and stay there for the rest of the night.

Blink! Blink! Blink!

It’s all part of being in the business, she reminded herself. But why in God’s name did I have to give her my home phone number? She hit the Play Messages key.

“Message One. Hey Kate, this is Rodge. Listen I didn’t have time to call Jack. Things got really hairy at the hospital. I’ll call him first thing in the morning. Don’t worry, everything will work out just fine. Trust me.” She punched the button.

“Deleted. Message Two. This message is for Katherine Jefferson. You have just won a ...” She punched the button harder. Why is it whatever you win always ends up costing you money to claim it?

“Deleted. Message Three. Hi Katie-kins it’s meee.”  Well, knock me over with a feather. How did I get so lucky?  “Just wanted to let you know Brian will be at the house tomorrow and well, I just didn’t want you to be uncomfortable or, you know, like surprised when he showed up.” Livia was obviously trying hard not to giggle at how amusing she was. “See you tomorrow.” 

Kate punched the button really hard. Oh, spare me.

“Message Four. Hey Wendy, man I am like really totally sorry I flaked out on dinner. Tommy called and got really messed up and so I had to like pick him up at the police station. Call me back, babe. We can still rock tonight, can’t we?”

Oh this is too good to be true. Now I’m getting wrong numbers from other people’s boyfriends? Wendy, whoever you are, stay way away from this loser. Once more to the red button.

“Deleted. There are no more new messages.”

She took off her jacket and slumped into a living room chair. The mail was as uninspired as the rest of her day. Get some rest, you’ll be needing it for the weekend.

She thought for a moment. Actually, it was more like her mind went blank. Instinctively, she picked up the phone and started to dial Mel’s number. She stopped dialing and gently hung up the phone. One of these day, Kate Jefferson, you’re going to have to solve your problems on your own. Nights like these, which were happening more and more frequently it seemed, called for drastic measures. She kicked off her shoes and went into the kitchen. An unopened box of Godiva truffles sat menacingly on the counter, as though taunting her. She poured herself a tall glass of milk and sat down at the dining room table. “Oh well, in case of emergency, break plastic.”

***
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IT WAS A BEAUTIFUL Saturday morning, the type of morning where a person could take a spontaneous drive up the coast to Bodega Bay 

and have fresh crab and sourdough bread for lunch. Or the start of a promising weekend where lovers could go up to Mendocino and stay at one of the rustic inns which understood the wisdom of having neither televisions nor telephones. 

It would be nice to get away, maybe after the wedding when I can clear my head, Kate mused as she had towel-dried her hair, munched on a granola bar, and done battle with the dry-cleaning plastic encasing the slacks she decided to wear to the rehearsal. Despite the perfect weather, however, this was not a day slated for fun and frolic. This was the dreaded Day Before which made every wedding planner wonder why she had ever picked this line of work to torture herself in. Rehearsals and dinners and thousands of last minute preparations. In a perfect world, this would be a day of Sweet Anticipation. The bride and groom would be just a little nervous. The bride’s parents a little anxious, the groom’s relieved. There would be helping hands from well-wishing family and friends and an air of love and support to see the new couple off on the right foot.

But this wasn’t a perfect world. This was the Murchie-Iverson wedding. This was Brian and Livia. Why am I doing this? After months of asking this question she was still no closer to an answer. She turned on the radio in her car to drown out her remaining thoughts. 

“...but despite two suspects in custody,  police still have no leads on the missing cash from last week’s robbery. Live from Sebastopol, this is Mike Hawkins reporting.” I wonder if they talk like that in grocery stores, she wondered. “Live from the produce section, this is Mike Hawkins...”

She switched off the car radio before it could deliver any more depressing news. Having to endure this next-to-the-final-trek to the Murchie estate was depressing enough. She cast a glance toward the empty passenger seat next to her, wondering why she hadn’t insisted on picking Mel up this morning instead of their taking separate vehicles. Her lightly glossed lips moved in silent prayer. Please don’t be late, Mel. Not today.

At least the drive had plenty of natural beauty to commend it, unlike the bumper to bumper exhaust fumes which had become a trademark of the Bay Area corridor. Nestled in the shadows of Mount Tamalpais and about 12 miles out of the city, the town of Mill Valley itself had been around since 1900, a colorful melding of lumber interests, cattle ranching, and Mexican land grants. 

Its gateway to the Muir Woods had also given it a fair share of rail activity, a precursor to the modern, well-heeled inhabitants who didn’t mind working in downtown San Francisco as long as they could commute by BART from somewhere else and live in the closest thing they could still find to a “country estate.”

Such was the environment in which Livia had grown up, punctuated by occasional stints at private schools and travels with her vacuous little pals.

It was a far cry from Kate’s own upbringing, though one Kate—in retrospect—wouldn’t have traded.

In spite of the fact their adult paths had occasion to cross in conjunction with the region’s myriad of cultural events, Livia Murchie and Kate Jefferson had never been on the same social plane. In fact, it wasn’t until Brian’s engagement was announced in the society pages she even learned who Livia Murchie was. The latter had wasted no time in explaining it last winter when she and her mother approached the bridal company to coordinate the wedding and lavish reception at the Murchie home. 

“I wonder what she’s up to,” Kate remembered voicing to Mel. There were certainly plenty of other wedding consultants in the San Francisco directory she could have gravitated toward, many of which had been in business far longer than Everything But The Groom. The mystery had come to an end soon enough. At their first meeting with the bride and her parents, Livia proceeded to monopolize the entire conversation by reminding Kate of how unfortunate she was to have ‘lost’ a great catch like Brian Iverson. 

“Finder’s keepers,” Kate had replied, refusing to be ruffled by Livia’s petty games.

Livia had giggled like an adolescent. “Then I guess it would make you the loser with the weepers, wouldn’t it, Katie-kins?”

Yeah, right. I’ll just cry in my pillow every night.

“So this is your idea of payback, huh?” Kate muttered as she pulled up to the security gate at the Murchie mansion. “Well, frankly, Livie-kins, you and Brian really are both getting what you deserve.”

She announced herself via the intercom and the massive, wrought iron gates slowly began to creak open like something out of a vintage horror movie. Are they there to keep the riffraff out or just to keep the Murchies in, she pondered every time she saw them. 

Just as she started to ease her car forward, a black motorcycle suddenly sped past her left from out of nowhere, causing her to slam on the brakes to avoid a collision. Tepid coffee splashed on her beige linen pants—just one more affirmation this wedding was cursed. 

With nothing in the glove compartment to dab up the stain—and too far from home to return for a change of clothes - her foul mood had escalated by the time she reached the tree-lined circular drive and parked behind one of Mr. Murchie’s company semi-trailers. “No One Ever Walked Away From A Murchie Buffet” gleamed the food chain’s motto in bright orange and gold letters on the truck’s side.

Obviously, she thought, no one had ever pointed out to Mr. Murchie that his slogan could be interpreted two ways.

She also wondered if he hadn’t bought his advertising from the same genius who sold Iverson’s Mortuary the catch-phrase, “We’ve Got The Dirt On The Best People In California.”

Yes, the Murchie and Iverson families were a match made in Hell.

As she emerged from the car, her attention was now drawn to the mansion’s imposing facade. There, already approaching the steps to the house with a relaxed but purposeful gait, was the culprit who was responsible for her mishap with the coffee.

Her position behind him afforded her an initial view of broad shoulders, tapered waist, and long legs clad in tight black jeans. As if contemplating the architecture and finding it somewhat to his liking, his head was casually tilted. With the helmet doffed, she also noticed his dark hair—shaggy and thick—curled almost two inches over the collar of his black shirt. 

“Well?” she said with a glower as she joined him at the top step.

The man’s smile was instantly disarming—much too disarming for the circumstances—as he turned to acknowledge her. Something about him - something she was too angry at the moment to put a finger on— seemed remotely familiar. 

“Well what?” he asked pleasantly.

She indicated the coffee stain which had now taken on the shape of Indiana. “Just look at my pants!”

He shifted the helmet to under his left arm to critically appraise her appearance. “Nice color,” he remarked. “What do you call it?  Latte?” If those eyes were guns, he realized, I’d be dead already. This must be Kate. The eyes give her away—that shade of green can only belong to a Kate. 

Kate fumed. “You know damn well it’s—” her retort was pre-empted by the Murchie’s butler, Gibbs, opening the front door. A tall, somber man of indeterminate age, Gibbs had a granite-chiseled face not easily given to mirth. Mel liked to quip it was because he’d never gotten over the sorrow of all those dinosaurs dying. Kate always countered he wasn’t that old, it was just the stress of catering to the whining of Livia and her mother which had accelerated the aging process.

“Good morning, Miss Jefferson,” he intoned in his familiar, Lurch-like register.

Jefferson. Kate Jefferson. I love it when I’m right, Jack thought, unaware his smile of satisfaction was being misinterpreted at this moment as brazen arrogance. I wonder when she’s going to ask me who I am. 

“Is Melinda here yet?” she asked. Please say yes, Gibbs. Please just tell me I overlooked her car and she’s already broken the news to Livia about our photographer sending a sub.

“Miss O’Donnell has not yet arrived.”

Damn!

“Oooooh! Is it Katie?” came a shrill voice from somewhere beyond Gibbs’ shoulder. Livia and a gaggle of her equally blond, bimbo bridesmaids were draped over the foyer balustrade and already quaffing Mimosas.

Kate stepped inside, conscious that the arrogant man in black was only a few steps behind her.

“Hey, how ya doin’?” she heard him casually toss off to Gibbs.

“Your name, sir?” Gibbs inquired.

That’s odd, she thought, convinced up until now he was probably one of Brian’s rowdy fraternity pals whom Gibbs had seen before. Is that Roger’s buddy – what’s his name – Jack? Oh God, why can’t I be better with names? 

She tried to take another look at him without appearing too obvious. No way—Roger’s in his forties. This jerk is nowhere near that old. He’s my age, maybe a little older. He sure is good looking, though...

“Oh, I’m with her,” the bike rider nonchalantly replied. She turned in time to see him plop his shiny helmet into Gibbs’ hand. “Want to watch this for me, Sport?”

“What do you think you’re doing?” she challenged him, indignant he not only inferred the two of them had come together but he was also treating Gibbs like a walking coat-rack.

Again, the dangerously cavalier smile. “Well, where else did you expect me to put it?”

Don’t even tempt me to answer, she wanted to say. Before she could say anything, Livia descended on her like a long-lost sister. 

“Kissy-kiss,” Livia greeted her with a hug, bending in just enough at the microscopic waist to minimize their actual contact.

“Ditto,” Kate replied. “Listen, I was wondering if before we got started—” 

“Oooh,” Livia suddenly exclaimed in dismay, looking downward at Kate’s slacks. “It looks like Katie’s had a boo-boo.”

Her stepping back to comment on the coffee spill afforded Kate a look at what the bride herself was wearing. Only Livia, she thought, had the bad taste to pour herself into size 4 red spandex pants and a bright yellow bandeau top emphasizing her tan and her Barbie-doll breasts. Even more ludicrous was that Mrs. Murchie was now coming toward them and wearing exactly the same scary ensemble. Peas in a pod. Very scary peas.

“Oh look who’s here, everyone!” Livia’s mother gushed. Kate stood and let herself get air-kissed and hugged again, mindful not to hug back. With as many tucks and lifts as Monica Murchie had undergone to stay youthful, the woman’s body was about 90 percent plastic. Kate always marveled none of it ever shifted or melted.

“Katie-kins had an accident,” Livia repeated to her mother, punctuating it with a collagen-enhanced pout.

For a brief moment, Kate thought she actually detected a trace of concern flicker across the older woman’s face.

“Maybe you have something in your closet she could change into, dear,” Mrs. Murchie suggested. There was a pause. “Or not,” she and Livia both said in unison, giggling at how witty they were.

And exactly why would I want to look like my next job would be on a street corner, anyway? Kate thought. “A wet washcloth oughta do the trick,” she started to say, but her listeners had already found something new to distract them. Gibbs, ever thoughtful, had silently disappeared and returned with a damp washcloth. While Kate attended to her pants, Livia was already affixed on the black jeans of the annoying stranger. 

“And who’s this rugged hunk of humanity?” Livia inquired, drinking in the handsome newcomer’s physique as if she’d been wandering, parched, in the desert for 30 years and just found her own private oasis. Her gaze slowly and obviously dropped from his eyes to his shoulders to his crotch and back up again, missing nary a detail.

“I have absolutely no idea,” Kate replied, impatient to just be away from him.

“You must be the blushing bride,” he gallantly remarked to Livia.

Livia batted her eyes and gave a girlish giggle as she extended her hand for him to kiss. “What gave me away?” 

Certainly not your Vestal Virgin outfit, Kate thought.

Mrs. Murchie pressed in, waggling a bejeweled hand of her own. “I’m the bride’s mother,” she introduced herself. “Monica. Monica Murchie.”

“Then I’m doubly honored,” he replied. “I’m the bride’s photographer. Jack. Jack Armstrong.”

Damn! It is him, exploded the little voice in Kate’s head. “No, you’re not,” she blurted out on impulse.

Her reaction seemed to amuse him. “I’m not?”

Had he just turned up his smile a notch?  Certainly she’d had enough misgivings about pulling off this substitution before she ever arrived. In less than two seconds, he was about to blow the entire thing. Furthermore, he probably didn’t even care.

Livia was quick to point out Kate had just told them she didn’t know who he was.
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