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    To CDG for waltzing so beautifully. 

And never letting me fall.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Have you ever had a dream so intense it felt as if everything were real? 

This has been happening to me the last couple of weeks. Yet whether I’m staying at Jon’s flat or I’m home in mine, I wake up at three in the morning, feel the blissful weight of the ring on my left hand and am happy to discover everything has really happened just the way I imagined. 

It’s a breathtaking diamond set in the Art Deco style of rose gold with a symmetrical parade of smaller diamonds on either side and it’s the most beautiful piece of jewelry I’ve ever seen. My fiancé—and I love saying that word!—tells me it’s probably traditional for a newly engaged couple to go to a jewelry store so she can pick out something she likes. 

“Are you crazy?” I tell him. “This ring’s not coming off my finger no matter what!”

It’s finally official. As soon as we can set a date and make it happen, I’m going to become Mrs. Jon Tapping.

Squee!

*****
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NO ONE WHERE I WORK could be happier for me than my friend Cybbie. Cybbie Coltrane is the receptionist at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe, which is a London import/export business. She has been in the loop, so to speak, ever since I first met Jon when I was living in Lynmouth. 

Long story short, I had been made redundant thanks to some unfounded gossip spread by Drayden Wolffe, grandson of one of the owners. If you can picture Draco Malfoy from Harry Potter as a smarmy adult Lothario chasing anyone in a skirt, you’ll understand why every female at the firm gave him a wide berth. Even though I was one of them, it didn’t stop him from starting a rumor which summarily cost me my job. 

At wit’s end, I had aimlessly gravitated to Devon, found lodging in the attic of a house which used to be a B&B and became employed in a quirky little gift shop run by an even quirkier proprietress. Not only did I subsequently become a suspect in the death of my landlady but one of my fellow tenants—Jon—was a suspect, too. 

Although he was very pleasing and sexy to look at—thick, dark hair, bedroom eyes and an athletic build—my original assumption was that he was a lowly Lynmouth fishmonger because he spent so much time working on a boat at the harbor. Translated: A man who worked around fish all day did not meet my romantic definition of a soulmate. Cybbie still likes to tease me for being such a snob and reminding me how very far off I was in labeling him as the antithesis of husband material.

Turns out that his parents are Lord and Lady Tapping who live at a gorgeous ancestral estate called Oars Rest and they have a lethargic bulldog named Gladstone. Jon will one day inherit a title but in the meantime he enjoys working with his uncle—who owns an entire fleet of fishing boats—and understanding the needs, concerns and working conditions of employees who make their living at sea.

I was eventually reinstated, my nemesis got transferred to Singapore and life has been a series of adventures ever since. I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention that murders—through no fault of my own—have become a prevalent theme. I have, of course, promised Jon I will hang up my amateur sleuthing shoes once we’re happily married.

The one person at Schilling, Schilling and Wolffe who isn’t exactly ecstatic about my engagement is Stuart. Stuart Frye is the head of HR and has had an unrequited crush on me ever since we first met. If Jon weren’t in the picture, Stuart has all the boy-next-door looks and kindness which put him in the category of swoonworthy. 

My first day back at the office, Stuart popped into my cubicle with a cinnamon cruller from the break room. It doesn’t escape my notice he’s wearing the golf-themed tie I bought him at St. Andrews. It’s likely the most favorite thing in his wardrobe because of the person who gave it to him. 

“I hear congratulations are in order,” he says. His smile is imperfect but sincere. He holds out the cruller as if he were handing me his heart. “I saw there was one left and snagged it for you.”

He’s always doing sweet things like that. It’s amazing I’ve kept my slender figure for all the doughnuts he procures as an excuse to stop by and chat. He has also been helpful whenever I’ve needed to call in and ask for extra time off, usually at the behest of police who instruct me not to leave wherever I’ve gone off to until they have determined I’m not actually guilty of something.

“I suppose you’ll be needing time off for all the—er—stuff you have to do,” Stuart is now saying. That the unspoken ‘stuff’ includes a deliciously dreamy honeymoon is probably why it’s going to stay unspoken on his lips.

I assure him we’re still in the early planning stages and haven’t set a date yet. 

Is there a faint flicker of optimism in his puppy-dog eyes as he takes leave of me, hope springing eternal that a lot could happen between now and then which would somehow make me available once more?

I always thought it would be fun to set Stuart up with Cybbie but her track record of pursuing ‘bad’ boys makes this unlikely to happen. Not that any of them are ‘bad’ in a criminal or dangerous sense. They’re just lamentably stupid, certifiably unavailable or much too much enamored with their own reflections.

Perhaps I can lead by smart example and show Cybbie that good things are really worth waiting for.

*****
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SO MANY DETAILS TO be sussed out if we’re to do this properly! 

Left to his own devices, Jon probably wouldn’t mind delivering ourselves and two witnesses to a registry office and then leaving on our honeymoon. 

He knows, though, that a wedding and reception are important to me and has volunteered his lovely mum, Analise, to give me whatever help I need. She and Jon’s father have even offered to spare no expense in having the reception at Oars Rest but much of this will depend on where the actual ceremony is conducted.

Ever since I put the word out that we are engaged—and I was not shy about this announcement at all—everyone has been sending me all manner of wedding planners with detailed timelines. Golly, but some of these planners suggest that one can’t possibly expect to have a flawless event unless at least two years are invested in the process. Two years? I think not.

My penchant for making lists compels me to compose one for the most important day of my life. The recommended timeline, of course, is obviously subject to change.

24+ MONTHS OUT: 

Establish your wedding and reception budget.

Identify necessary vendors/solicit recommendations.

Research and tour desired venues.

Formally set a date.

Consult with clergy.

15+ MONTHS OUT:

Commence compiling your guest list.

Identify members of wedding party.

Determine an appropriate theme.

Research professional wedding consultants.

Plan entertainment.

12+ MONTHS OUT:

Start shopping for wedding attire.

Book hotel room blocks and transportation.

Research bakeries and florists.

Identify hair and makeup team.

Consult with stationer re: invitations.

11+ MONTHS OUT:

Throw away all lists and consider eloping.

*****
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CYBBIE, WHO IS GOING to be my maid of honor, insists that I absolutely have to hire her Aunt Eugenie to make my wedding cake. “She’s been a five-time winner at the Gloucestershire Fair for her cranberry scones!” she happily boasts.

I feel compelled to gently tell her there’s a big diff between making cranberry scones and crafting an elegant, tiered wedding cake, each level separated by crystal coupes.

Cybbie insists her auntie can rise to any challenge put to her. She further proposes that we do a gal-pal trip to Bibury this coming weekend so I can meet her beloved relative and describe exactly what I’m looking for.

“Not sure I can make it,” I reply. 

Jon has talked about us doing a sleepaway at his parents’ this weekend and I was rather looking forward to spending more time with Geoffrey and Analise who respectively embrace the affectionate nicknames of Gin and Tonic. Geoffrey looks like Kenneth Branagh. Analise—had she lived during the time of Alphonse Mucha—could have been one of the artist’s ethereal models. 

Is it any wonder these two produced such a handsome son as the one I’m going to marry?

Cybbie counters I’ll be spending the rest of my life around Lord and Lady Tapping and that for right now I should seize every opportunity I can to be with friends. Who’s to say she’s not right about this?

She adds that I’ll be doing her a ginormous favor as well. Her new boyfriend, Carl, has yet to ask her for a date this coming Saturday and she wants him to think he has competition. Absence, she asserts, makes the heart grow fonder. Should he pop ‘round her flat, she will genuinely not be in it and, thus, make him jealous.

I believe there’s another saying about out of sight and out of mind. Also not sure if one can be labeled an actual ‘boyfriend’ if there have only been two dates and one of them was for a walking coffee. That’s Cybbie, though. If a new beau makes it through the first two weeks, she will already have practiced writing his last name after hers and picking out names for their unborn children.

*****
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“SO YOU’LL BE NOSHING on cake and frosting all weekend, hmm?” Jon teases. “Sounds fun.”

We’re dividing cooking duties at my flat this evening. He’s doing a sage pork tenderloin and I’m contributing roasted potatoes and asparagus.

I tell him I’m not promising anything in terms of hiring Cybbie’s aunt but if I like what I see—and taste—it will be one thing I can cross off my list.

“What list?”

I show him the planning checklist I had started and abandoned.

He regards it with amusement. “I see there’s no entry for ‘thinking about the honeymoon’.”

I wrap my arms around his waist, conscious as always that I never want to let him go. Conscious as well of how brilliantly my engagement ring sparkles when it catches the light. “Oh, but I have thought about it,” I tell him. “Lots.”

My senses begin to flutter in response to his kiss which now massages my mouth with provocative insistence. “So have I, luv. So have I.”

Dinner may have to wait.

*****
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CYBBIE HAS OFFERED to drive if I pay for the petrol. Since our destination is only about an hour and a half away, there was no sense getting a crack of dawn start on Saturday morning. The weather promises to be crisp but otherwise accommodating, and it’s our plan to roll into the village a smidge after lunchtime.

I’m told that her aunt is chuffed to have us as houseguests even though we’ll have to share a room. Since it’s just the one night, I’m sure we’ll manage. If our drive thus far is any indication, I predict my coworker will spend the entire evening talking. Dominating the conversation, of course, will be all of her questions about what kind of wedding I’m going to have.

“It’s enough to make my head explode,” I confess. “So many details to think about.” 

I had even run the idea past Jon about how I should do my hair and makeup for the big day. Something different, maybe? He insists that he likes my black, layered bob, deep green eyes and high cheekbones exactly the way they are and he wouldn’t change a thing. Sweet.

Cybbie is happily convinced the wedding cake will be one less thing for me to stress about. She proceeds to regale me with the story of how her Aunt Eugenie started the baking business as a little hobby to help bring in extra income. “She didn’t have the money for a proper licence, much less opening a shop.” 

Largely owing to parish bake sales, word soon got out that Eugenie Beaufoy knew her way around a kitchen when it came to cakes, pies and scones. “Neighbors would leave little notes on her front door,” she continues, “and then after dark, they’d come ‘round to the back of the house and she’d hand them their orders through the window.”

I’m liking Eugenie’s entrepreneurial spirit already. What began as a cottage industry with its origins literally in a stone cottage eventually brought in enough money for Eugenie to lease a modest space in the back of Griffyth’s Grange, a restaurant which allows her to use its ovens. A win/win for both parties, Cybbie says, since her aunt can supply the restaurant with desserts. Likewise, her regular customers often feel behooved to order a meal while they’re waiting.

Cybbie regrets she doesn’t see her as often as she’d like even though Bibury isn’t that far. Eugenie, she reveals, doesn’t really like to travel to London; thus, their communication of late has mostly been by phone on occasional Sundays. “When my Uncle Eric died, she threw herself even more into working. I guess she’s just one of those people who has to stay busy.” 

According to her auntie, the absence of any competition means her specialties are always in demand. “Friends have been telling her she should set up a website and start doing orders online.” Eugenie, however, firmly dismisses this idea and refuses to step into the 21st century. “One of the reasons she loved handing all those scones and pies out her back bedroom window was that there was always time built in for a good chin-wag. How else was she ever to know what was going on with her neighbors?” 

A road marker tells us we’re almost there. The lush, open countryside and green meadows we’ve been enjoying give way to a bridge spanning the River Coln. Cybbie—embracing her inner tour guide—shares that Bibury was a weavers village in the 17th century and that the quaint storybook architecture which dots Arlington Row is now let to private tenants and sometimes holiday tourists. The village’s only hotel, The Swan, used to be a coaching inn and boasts picture-postcard views of the river and enchanting gardens. 

Cybbie adds in wistful postscript that she’s heard the hotel is very romantic and that Jon and I should think about giving one of its beds a pre-honeymoon workout.

I swear sometimes she must think we’re a pair of rabbits.

We turn the corner and I gasp in delight at the sight of a weathered, vine-covered building with a festive sign sporting the word BAKERY. I can’t help but be impressed Cybbie’s relative has a much larger presence in Bibury than I’d been expecting. “Looks like she’s doing really well!”

The stricken look on Cybbie’s face, however, prefaces the stunned reply, “But this isn’t hers.”
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CHAPTER TWO
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“You told me she didn’t have any competition,” I remind her.

Cybbie is sputtering her disbelief a rival business could have sprung up without her auntie letting on in their most recent conversation.

I offer the suggestion that maybe the older woman doesn’t know. Even as I say this, I realize how silly it sounds. I’m guessing the village can’t have more than a thousand people in it. If one of them sneezes—much less opens a new shop—a neighbor is likely to call out, “Bless you!”

I glance at my watch and realize what good time we’ve made. “We should pop in and suss it out,” I suggest.

Cybbie is aghast and declares that this would be akin to sleeping with the enemy.

“Not hardly,” I murmur under my breath. Why does she always have to be so dramatic?

“Aunt Eugenie would know!”

“Not if we don’t tell her. Honestly, Cybbie, what harm can it do?”

She reluctantly relents and parks the car but not without warning me we’re to strictly keep mum about this sketchy transgression on nemesis turf.

The first thing she takes into account is the cheerful sandwich board out front with its Welcome to Dulcinea.

“What kind of stupid name is Dulcinea?” she snarks. “It’s not even British!”

I could show off my knowledge of foreign languages and tell her that “dulce” means “sweet” but I don’t suppose this is the kind of helpful support she’s looking for at the moment.

By all accounts, it’s a lovely shop, its bright colors and layout obviously escaping the appreciation of my companion. A few small tables have been set up for customers who care to enjoy their fare indoors. Vintage bakers’ racks along one wall display bake-centric cookbooks and kitchen ceramics. Glass cases are home to an assortment of large muffins, cookies, scones and—ooh, is that carrot cake?

A prominently displayed photo behind the register is that of an older, plumplish woman holding a decidedly spoiled cat on a tartan blankie. To their right is a three-tiered tray with savouries and sweets for High Tea. I’m not sure who looks more pleased—the lady holding her beloved pet or the cat with a Cheshire smile contemplating whether to sweep the dainty display to the floor. As Jon is fond of saying, if the Earth were flat, cats would have knocked everything off of it by now.

Cybbie announces we’ve seen quite enough and need to get going.

The siren song of the carrot cake, however, has already reeled me in.

A pleasant male voice interrupts what would likely have segued into heated debate. “Welcome, ladies. Something for here or to go?”

Simultaneously, Cybbie and I give replies which cancel each other out. All of which the person behind that voice finds amusing.

He’s very tall, buff, thirty-ish and with a mane of dark blond hair which is as unsuitable for a bakery as it would be spot-on for the shirtless cover model of a romance novel. If it weren’t for the starched Dulcinea apron he’s wearing, I’m thinking he has just given us a great pick-up line.

“Are you the owner?” I ask. I feel it’s incumbent on me to say something since Cybbie’s mouth has dropped open and will likely start watering at any moment.

He laughs and replies he’s only an employee and it’s not even his usual shift. “Just filling in for Poppy. Root canal, you know. Poor thing.” He introduces himself as Dylan Hathaway.

“Rochelle Reid,” I volunteer. I also volunteer Cybbie’s name since she has clearly all but forgotten it. I ask him how the carrot cake is.

“One of my favorites. Shall I fetch you a slice?”

“That would be divine, yes. Cybs? How about you?”

“Oh—er—um—yes. The same.”

As we both watch Dylan’s well sculpted backside retreat around the counter, I challenge her to tell me what she just ordered. She, of course, has no idea but replies in a breathy voice that our server is drop-dead gorgeous. I can’t resist asking her about Carl, her latest heartthrob.

“Who?” she says.

*****
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ALTHOUGH DULCINEA SEEMS to be doing a robust afternoon business, it nonetheless affords Dylan the leisure to keep stopping by our window table to chat with us. That he’s wearing a silver claddagh ring is one of the very few things about him which has escaped Cybbie’s notice. 

Along with telling us he’s related to Shakespeare’s wife, Anne Hathaway, on his mother’s side, he shares that the owners of the bakery are an older couple from Liverpool named Ivy and Cadan Savidge. “Mostly just Cadan these days, though,” he says in a respectful whisper. “Ivy’s not been well for a very long time.” In the next breath he divulges that it’s Ivy’s family recipes which make Dulcinea what it is.

“So why Bibury?” I casually inquire. “Seems a bit off the map compared to the bright lights of Liverpool.”

Dylan’s shrug prefaces the response that they wanted to settle in a quiet place without any competition. As he moves away to greet some new customers, my expectation—and a reasonable one, I believe—is  that Cybbie would go ballistic at his obvious snub of her aunt’s own enterprise. Instead, she is dreamily licking luscious cream cheese frosting off her fork tines.

“Uh—you did see he’s wearing a ring,” I remark to purposely jolt her out of her self-imposed bliss.

“On his right hand,” she quickly replies. “And the heart is pointing toward the fingertips so it means he’s available.”

“Not really from the looks of it,” I counter and indicate his embrace of one of the attractive young women in the group which has just arrived.

“Probably just a friend,” she retorts. She’s not even trying to sound convincing.

“If you’re almost finished,” I suggest, “we should probably get going.” We’re now closer to the time she had told her aunt we’d be arriving and there’s no sense in Cybbie lingering and—yes, I’ll say it—torturing herself needlessly over someone she doesn’t even know.

“Just a few bites more,” she insists, not once taking her eyes off of Dylan. I can see the wheels spinning and careening her into a romantic ditch.

When he returns to our table, it’s to tell us that the treats are on the house. A tradition, he says, for first-time customers. “Maybe I’ll see you again?”

“Oh, we’ll definitely be back!” Cybbie promises, notwithstanding the fact we don’t even live here.

Over her shoulder, I notice an older gent in a Dulcinea apron emerge from a back room and take his place behind the counter. He seems to force weak smiles of acknowledgment at the customers queued up for muffins and scones. I’m assuming this is Mr. Savidge and he’s shouldering a load previously borne by his wife. He brightens a bit when the young woman Dylan had hugged in greeting gives him a kiss on the cheek before slipping into the kitchen. Daughter? Granddaughter? Just an overly friendly employee of the bakery?

“Could you be more obvious?” I chide Cybbie as we step outside.

She archly insists she felt a definite connection.

I remind her she said the same thing when she was on hold for two hours with Manish in technical support in India and felt that, even a world away, he just might be The One if it weren’t for the whole wonky language barrier.

As we step toward her car, she suddenly freezes and grabs my arm. It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that the older woman in a purple anorak who is sternly staring at us from the car park is her Aunt Eugenie.

*****
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FROSTY is clearly the operative word when Cybbie and I reconvene at her aunt’s honey-hued and charming stone cottage on Arlington Row. It’s a veritable storybook lane with every address sporting bright flowers in window boxes and discreet signage advising tourists to please not peer in through the residents’ windows and disrupt their privacy. The village’s boggy meadowland is replete with pink ragged robin, yellow flag iris and picture-perfect trees that look like the grown-up, real-life version of those which hobbyists buy for their model railroads.

Inescapable and heavenly bakery smells greet us as we walk through the low front door. The Beaufoy parlor is cozy and tidy as a pin with two armchairs, a loveseat and a coffee/game table anchoring a thick, multi-colored rug. An upright piano—I wonder who plays?—is the repository for a parade of framed family photos from multiple generations. The kitchen and a small dining room are off to one side. Off to the other is the back room through which she had surreptitiously handed baked goods to her neighbors before her biz went legit. A short flight of stairs leads to two bedrooms and a shared bath between them.

Aunt Eugenie is effusive in welcoming me and, of course, wants to see my engagement ring. She is, however, all but ignoring her niece. Ergo, the frosty label I have ascribed. She directs me upstairs to the smaller bedroom I’ll be sharing with Cybbie and reveals she has a surprise in store for dinner. There being no grocery stores in Bibury, she shares with me she had just come back from Cirencester for the last of what she needed and otherwise wouldn’t have discovered by accident we had already arrived. 

The underscored meaning of this statement is not lost on me.

I know from Cybbie that her auntie has already made seventy trips around the sun, the last ten of which have been as a widow. She is very much what you would get if you sent to Central Casting for a short, round, white-haired relative with wire-framed glasses restrained from sliding off her ski-slope nose by a bright pink eyewear strap with rhinestones. Her flushed cheeks are either a product of racing back to the house to get here before we did or suppressed embarrassment for what she caught the two of us doing...and in broad daylight no less. 

I attempt to diffuse our awkward situation by telling her how excited I am to talk about the purpose of our visit—my wedding cake—but her response is simply to inform me what time dinner will be served and do I drink wine.

I no sooner reach the top step when I hear her chastise Cybbie for her woeful lack of judgment. “What will people think?” she declares.

I curtail my eavesdropping after an agitated Cybbie retorts it was just as much her aunt’s fault for not telling her about the rivalry to begin with. I discreetly close the door so as to leave the two of them to sort it out.

The reward for my sensitive nod toward their privacy, however, is fabric-induced claustrophobia. While I can understand a hostess wanting to tie together the look of a guest room with shams and throw pillows to match the fluffy comforter on a double bed but I do think Eugenie went over the top with matching curtains and—horrors—similarly patterned wallpaper. That it’s one of the Scottish tartans which employs orange, green and turquoise plaid is enough to make one’s head explode.

I’d love to call Jon but not sure I could put a coherent sentence together in the thick of this headache-inducing décor. Nor can I go downstairs without interrupting Cybbie and her aunt. And so I avail myself of the only choice possible. I lie down and put one of the shams over my face.

When Cybbie finally joins me, it’s to say she seems to have smoothed things out with Eugenie.

“That must have taken some effort,” I praise her.

Cybbie sheepishly confesses she may have hinted that our popping into the rival bakery was my idea. She immediately grabs my hand for a pinkie-swear and says she owes me one.

The overstuffed room décor alone guarantees she’s not going to get off that easy.

*****
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THREE GLASSES OF WINE are poured and waiting on the table when we go downstairs.

Aunt Eugenie is quick to apologize to me for her earlier upset when she saw us come out of Dulcinea. “One just has to be careful,” she says, “in a place where all the walls have ears...”

As she removes her masterpiece from the oven, I’m struck by the fact that Bibury apparently has eyes as well in the form of sorry little sardine heads poking out the top of a thick pastry crust in a pattern reminiscent of Stonehenge. 

“I hope you’re keen on stargazy pie,” she cheerfully continues. “It’s a special trick to get them all aligned just right.”

And here I thought she couldn’t possibly top herself after the tartan nightmare she calls a guest room.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER THREE
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“I notice you didn’t have seconds,” Cybbie teases after we have retired for the night.

Not exactly true. I liberally had seconds on the wine to counteract the discomfiture of having my meal intently staring back at me with little beady eyes.

“I hope she doesn’t have similar surprises in store for my wedding cake...”

Following dinner, Aunt Eugenie had thrust a large photo album into my hands and encouraged me to give it a look and let her know what styles appeal to me. “And, of course,” she added, “it all depends on how many guests you plan to have so I can scale up or down.”

Golly. I should know the answer to this, shouldn’t I? There’s Clive and Harry and Ian and Mrs. Daltry and—no, these are much too easy. I need to do a deeper dive into the bigger guest list picture and start focusing. Work, for instance. I’ve done some skimmy research on the protocols of who to invite if one is employed in an office so as not to unwittingly trample any coworkers’ feelings. 
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