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      Lilly Carlsen slammed the phone down. “The caterer is giving me fits.”

      “What’s wrong?” Her daughter, Laurel, glanced at the clipboard on the kitchen counter next to Lilly. It was covered with sticky notes in every color of the rainbow.

      “Now she says she won’t be able to provide shrimp cocktail for the wedding. Bill and Noley specifically requested shrimp cocktail.”

      “Why can’t she provide it?”

      “Because she’s allergic to it. Just yesterday she called to say that she’s going to be short-staffed. And since she won’t have enough employees there, she’s afraid that will increase her chances of having to be near the shrimp. Apparently they give her hives and she swells up like a tick.”

      “Eww.”

      Lilly wondered aloud for the hundredth time whose idea it had been for her to organize the wedding of her brother and her best friend.

      “Mom, why do you keep asking that? It was your idea.”

      “It’s way more work than I realized. My only experience was planning my own wedding, and that was a hoedown compared to this.”

      “I don’t know why you couldn’t just hire someone on Juniper Lake Manor’s approved list of caterers.”

      “I told you why. Noley was adamant that I hire a caterer who graduated from the culinary program at the community college. She’s always looking for opportunities for the graduates.”

      “You couldn’t have talked her out of that?”

      Lilly gave Laurel a look. “Hardly. Besides, I haven’t even tried. She’s had enough on her mind lately. And I would think, being in that program yourself, that you’d agree with her.”

      Laurel shrugged. “I guess. But if the caterer isn’t doing a good job, you should be able to hire someone more reliable.”

      “Well, it’s too late to hire someone else now anyway. With the wedding only a few days away, we’re just going to have to cross our fingers and hope for the best.”

      Lilly’s next call was to her son, Tighe. He was nearing the end of his sophomore year in college and had the honor of being Bill’s best man. Lilly hadn’t seen him in several months, so she couldn’t wait until he arrived on Friday.

      “Hi, honey.”

      “Hi, Mom.”

      “I just want to make sure you know the plan.”

      “Yup. I’ll go after my last class tomorrow and pick up the tux. I’ll be home by around two on Friday afternoon. What time is the rehearsal?”

      “Four. As long as you’re home by three o’clock, you’ll be fine.”

      “The only problem is that I’m going to miss a review session that afternoon for my hardest class.”

      “Can someone tape it so you can watch it?”

      “I guess so. The thing is, I wanted to ask the professor some questions.”

      “I’m sorry, Tighe. Is there another session you could attend?”

      “Yeah, but it’s on Saturday. I’m really worried about that final.”

      “When’s the final?”

      “Next Monday.”

      “Want me to get in touch with the professor and explain what’s going on?”

      “God, no. I’m not in second grade. I’ll deal with it. Thanks, anyway.”

      “All right. Let me know if you change your mind. I’m looking forward to seeing you Friday.”

      “Love you, Mom.”

      Lilly hung up and dialed Bill’s number. She knew he was at work, but she needed to run a couple of last-minute details by him. He and Noley had wanted an April wedding, but Noley’s publisher had other ideas—namely, they wanted her to appear on television and radio shows in the weeks leading up to the publication of her new cookbook. May Day was the first Saturday she’d be available after the first of March. Scheduling the wedding before she began her travels had been logistically impossible, so they had chosen the first available date. With Noley unavailable so much, Lilly had no choice but to make Bill her point person for wedding questions.

      Lilly and Bill’s mother, Bev, was the real reason Bill and Noley wanted to have the wedding as soon as possible. With Bev’s worsening dementia and the associated physical impediments that went hand-in-hand with the disease, Lilly had a sinking feeling that time was not on their side; Bev had fallen several times over the past couple of months. Luckily Nikki—her regular nurse—or another nurse had always been nearby to assist immediately, but Lilly and the rest of the family feared that it was only a matter of time before Bev seriously hurt herself.
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      When Lilly arrived at the shop the next morning, her assistant, Harry, was already there taking down the Easter decorations.

      “Good morning, Harry.”

      “Morning, boss. I know you wanted to get the May Day stuff up, so I thought I’d get the Easter things out of the way as soon as I got in this morning.”

      “Thanks, Harry. That’s a huge help. I’ll get the May Day swag from my office.”

      Harry was a godsend. He and his fiancée, Alice, were getting married later in the year. It was a big year for weddings: Harry was getting married a couple of months after Bill and Noley, and a couple of months after Harry’s wedding, Lilly’s ex-husband, Beau, was marrying her mother’s nurse, Nikki. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about being a guest at Beau’s wedding to his second wife, but she had resolved months ago to face it like a grown-up and be happy for them.

      She rummaged in the closet where she had stored the decorations. With Laurel’s help, Lilly had constructed several mini maypoles out of PVC pipe and ribbons. The ones for the shop had turned out so cute that they had made enough little maypoles to put one on each table at Juniper Lake Manor in addition to the flower centerpieces and floral cones that would hang on the back of each chair.

      When she returned to the front of the store, her arms laden with her crafts, she was pleased to see her boyfriend, Hassan Ashraf, standing by one of the jewelry cases talking to Harry.

      Hassan immediately walked toward Lilly with his arms outstretched. “Here, let me take those, Lil.”

      She stood still while Hassan took several maypoles, and then she kissed him on the cheek around the pile still in her arms.

      He grinned, the dimple in his chin deepening. “Only a few more days,” he said.

      “I can’t wait until Saturday,” she said. “Even though the wedding is being planned in sort of a rush, I think it’s going to be beautiful. I hope it goes off without a hitch. Well, one hitch. Get it?” She threw her head back and laughed at her own joke.

      Hassan smiled and shook his head. “That was awful, love.”

      Harry looked at them in confusion.

      “Bill and Noley are getting hitched,” Lilly explained.

      Harry laughed suddenly, snorting coffee out his nostrils. “I just got that!” He hurried into the office, returning a moment later with paper towels and glass spray. He cleaned up the mess on the counter, laughing all the while.

      “Hassan, have you picked up your tux from the dry cleaner?” Lilly asked.

      “Yup. I even tried it on just to make sure it still fits.” He patted his stomach. “It’s a tiny bit tighter than it used to be, but I can still squeeze into it.”

      “I can’t wait to see you in it. After all the time we’ve dated, I’ve never seen you in a tux.”

      “I guess you’re not supposed to see me in my tux before the wedding,” he said with a wink.

      Lilly smiled. Wedding talk between the two of them had been inevitable since she was in the midst of planning one, but they had continued to dance around the subject of getting married themselves. She recalled the previous Valentine’s Day with great embarrassment: she had been convinced that Hassan was going to ask her to marry him, and at the time she hadn’t been ready. She blushed at the memory of choking on her bread and gulping down a glass of wine to cover her dismay. As it turned out, Hassan hadn’t even planned to ask her that night.

      She changed the subject. “Can you take a couple of these maypoles and put them on each end of that counter?” She gestured toward the counter closest to the door as she handed Hassan two of the mini maypoles.

      He arranged the maypoles artfully and grabbed his coffee from one of the other counters. “I need to get going. I just stopped in to say hi. I’ve got a ton of work waiting for me at home. Have a good day, hon.” He leaned close to Lilly and she kissed his lips. She wouldn’t have done that if the store had been open, but as long as the door was still locked to customers, she didn’t mind the public display of affection.

      There was a knock on the window shortly before opening time and Mallory Abbott stood on the sidewalk wearing a wide smile. Mallory, a newcomer to Juniper Junction, had purchased the decorate-your-own-pottery shop on Main Street following the death of its previous owner, the odious Ivy Leachman. She was so new to town that she hadn’t even found a place to live yet—she was living with her sister while she house-hunted.

      Harry, knowing Mallory and Lilly had become friendly, opened the door to her.

      “Good morning,” Mallory said in her singsong voice. “I came to drop off the flowers you painted, Lilly. I glazed them over the weekend and I thought you’d like them for your May Day displays.”

      “Ooh, thanks!” Lilly hurried over to peek in the bag that Mallory handed her. After meeting Mallory, Lilly had tried her hand at decorating pottery and, to her surprise, realized what a great stress reliever it was. She had painted a couple of dozen small flowers for May Day decorations and she had been eager to see the finished products. “I love them! Thanks for bringing them over, Mallory. I hope you didn’t fire these specially for me.”

      “Nope. I had a huge batch of stuff to fire. I think these turned out so cute. Where are you going to put them?”

      Lilly reached into the bag and withdrew several of the small flowers. She divided them between Mallory and Harry. “You two choose where they should go. I’ll defer to your judgment.”

      Mallory beamed and looked around the shop for several seconds. Then she strode over to one of the windows and nestled her flowers among the folds of velvet and tulle around the base of the display. She stood back and surveyed her work. “What do you think?”

      Lilly and Harry joined her to look at Mallory’s arrangement. “That looks great,” Harry said. “I’ll put these in the other window.”

      “Thanks, guys. Everything looks just right,” Lilly said.

      “I have to run. I’ll see you two later,” Mallory said. She waved and left, disappearing down the sidewalk in a matter of seconds.

      “She’s so different from Ivy,” Harry said.

      Lilly chuckled. “You can say that again.”
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      Lilly unlocked the door to the shop and within a few minutes she and Harry were both waiting on customers. Business was brisk until mid-afternoon, when they had the store to themselves for a little while.

      “Will you be here on Friday?” Harry asked.

      “No. I decided to close the shop on Friday and Saturday. That way I can concentrate on my wedding planner duties without worrying about what’s going on at work. I’ll pay you for those days, though, obviously.”

      “Sounds good to me. Alice and I are really excited to go to the wedding. We’re hoping to mooch some ideas for our own wedding.”

      “Mooch all you want. I think it’s going to be beautiful, but simple at the same time. We haven’t had a ton of time to plan it and Bill and Noley wanted to keep it low-key.”

      “That’s what we want, too. Low-key.”

      The next couple of days flew by in a flurry of preparations, appointments, and to-do lists. Lilly needed to run out to Juniper Lake Manor on Thursday evening, the night before the rehearsal, to take care of some last-minute details, and she invited Laurel to go with her. She drove home quickly after work on Thursday and Laurel was waiting for her. They grabbed dinner at the diner outside Juniper Junction and ate quickly so they could get to Juniper Lake Manor before it got too dark.

      “What time are we supposed to be there?” Laurel asked.

      “Darla Smithers, the venue manager and my contact up there, is going to meet us at seven thirty. They have a big event tomorrow night, too, so the place will be hopping.”

      “I can’t wait to see it in person. I looked up their photo gallery online and it looks gorgeous.”

      “It is. It’s a breathtaking place for a wedding.”

      “Maybe I’ll get married there.”

      Lilly shot her daughter a look. “Let’s not be in a hurry to pick out wedding venues, please.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom. Can’t have a wedding without a boyfriend.”

      “Let’s not be in a hurry for that, either.”

      “I’m not in a hurry.”

      “Good.”

      The sky was growing dusky by the time they arrived. A half mile off the main road, a big, rambling building clad in weathered cedar shakes rose up before them.

      “Wow. This is so pretty,” Laurel said.

      “Isn’t it gorgeous? Noley said she’s always dreamed of having her wedding at a rustic place like this. Wait until you see inside.”

      “I’m so going to post a thousand pictures on social media.”

      Lilly smiled. “Me, too. I think the May Day decorations are going to be perfect with the décor.”

      The manor was a barn-like structure with big double doors in front and softly lit sconces which welcomed guests to the magnificent property. People in casual dress bustled around inside, carrying chairs, fabric, flowers, and candlesticks from one room to another.

      “Ready? Let’s head in and I’ll show you around. We’ll try to stay out of everyone’s way.”

      They walked up the wide stone steps and into the large foyer of the manor, where employees continued to hurry to and fro. One young man stopped and smiled at them. “What can I do for you?”

      “We’re looking for Darla,” Lilly said.

      “I saw her a couple of minutes ago,” he said, looking over his shoulder. He scanned the room. “There she is.” He pointed to a petite woman disappearing through a door in the rear of the room.

      “Thanks. Let’s go, Laur.” She tugged on Laurel’s arm and Laurel turned away from the young man to follow her.

      “He’s cute,” Laurel whispered as they made their way to Darla.

      Lilly grinned. “I agree.”

      Lilly hailed Darla as they approached her. “Hi, Darla.”

      Darla spun around and smiled. “Lilly! Good to see you.”

      “This is my daughter, Laurel. She’ll be making the mini cakes for the wedding favors.” Lilly gestured toward Laurel, who held out her hand to Darla.

      “Nice to meet you,” Laurel said.

      Darla shook her hand enthusiastically. “I’ve heard so much about you, Laurel. Your mother is very proud of you. I can’t wait to see those little cakes.”

      Laurel blushed and smiled shyly. “Thank you. I study culinary arts at the community college.”

      “I hope you’ll save a cake for me.”

      “Definitely,” Laurel said.

      “I wanted to show you what we’re doing for tomorrow evening’s wedding reception, Lilly, just so you get a good idea of what the space looks like when it’s decorated. Then, after that event, of course we’ll break down the rooms and start again with the decorations for Bill and Noley’s wedding.” She beckoned for Lilly and Laurel to follow her into the bar at the rear of the building.

      “The bar will be set up in here before and during the reception.” She turned around and pointed to an empty space near the door. “This is where the coffee bar will be set up after dinner.”

      “Perfect.”

      The ceiling around the bar area was festooned with strings of white lights, giving the space a party vibe. One bartender dressed in a brown leather vest was busy wiping wine glasses so they sparkled and another was examining the bottles behind the bar and making notations in a small book.

      “Come on. I’ll show you how we’ve decorated the bridal lounge.”
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      “What’s a bridal lounge?” Laurel asked.

      “It’s where the bride and her attendants get to hang out and relax until the ceremony starts. They can get dressed in there, do their hair and makeup if necessary, whatever they want.” Darla led the way upstairs and into a cozy room above the bar.

      “This is adorable!” Laurel exclaimed. Lilly, who had seen the room already, smiled at Laurel’s reaction. There was a long sectional sofa against one wall, underneath a window framing a wide grassy lawn that led down to the shore of Juniper Lake. The lawn was shrouded in shades of deep lavender in the dusk, but Lilly could picture it vividly. She was eager for Laurel to see it again in all its sun-drenched beauty on Saturday. At least, Lilly hoped it would be sun-drenched.

      Tasteful furniture was placed around the room and a big-screen television hung on the wall. On the screen, a peaceful mountain stream tumbled over rocks in a burbling rush. Darla saw Laurel watching it, mesmerized.

      “We’ve found that ambient sounds really help relax the wedding party, and especially the bride and groom. There’s a TV playing almost the same thing on a loop in the groom’s lounge.”

      “I love it in here. It’s so relaxing.” Laurel peeked into the ensuite bathroom. It was huge, as Lilly recalled. Laurel would be jealous. As if on cue, Laurel turned to her mom, her mouth agape. “Have you seen the size of this bathroom? We need this at home.”

      “The groom’s room is practically identical, so we’ll skip that tonight. Let’s head back down,” Darla said.

      In the large main room where the reception would be held, Juniper Lake Manor employees moved about in what looked like controlled chaos, moving tables and chairs, and consulting a large white board that hung on one wall. The young man who had greeted Lilly and Laurel at the door came up to them.

      “Are you thinking of hosting an event here?” he asked.

      “Drew, meet Lilly and Laurel. Lilly is planning the wedding of Bill Merriweather and Noley Appleton on Saturday.”

      “Great! It’s nice to meet you. See you on Saturday, then.” He smiled at Laurel and then excused himself to get back to work.

      “Drew is the owner’s son, so he’s more than just your average employee.” Darla glanced fondly at Drew’s retreating back. “He takes a keen interest in everything.”

      Laurel’s eyes twinkled. “And he’s so cute!”

      Darla laughed. “You’re not the only young lady who has noticed that, believe me.”

      Laurel’s smile disappeared. I do not need this tonight, Lilly thought. She turned to Darla quickly. “Um, so, can you tell me a little about the wedding tomorrow?”

      “Sure. The wedding is at a church at five o’clock, so the reception won’t start until six o’clock or so. You’ll have plenty of time to have the rehearsal and clear out before they get here. The bride is a rancher’s daughter and the groom is the son of a rodeo owner. It’s a real Colorado-cowboy wedding. The bridesmaids are wearing boots with their dresses and everything.”

      “That sounds fun!” Laurel exclaimed.

      “I think it’ll be a real hoot,” Darla said. “Of course, I’ll be in business attire, just like I will be on Saturday for Bill and Noley’s wedding.” She turned to Lilly. “Do you have any questions?”

      “Actually, yes. I need to check a few details with you.” Lilly pulled her clipboard out of her shoulder bag and glanced at Laurel. “Do you want to look around while I talk to Darla?”

      “Sure.” Laurel walked further into the room where the reception would be held, and Lilly turned to Darla.
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      Lilly had a litany of questions: what time to have the decorations at the manor, how many heaters would be outside for the ceremony if it was chilly, whether there would be wine in the bride and groom lounges for pre-wedding jitters, and many more. The women spoke for several minutes, until Laurel returned to her mother’s side wearing a wide smile.

      “Just a sec, Laur.” Lilly made one final checkmark on her clipboard and held out her hand to Darla. “Thanks so much, Darla. You’ve made my job so much easier.”

      “Lilly, I can’t believe you’re not a full-time wedding planner.”

      Lilly laughed. “No way. Too much stress for me. I planned my own wedding over twenty years ago—”

      “Really? That’s great!”

      “Not really. He left after three years and only recently came back to town.”

      Darla frowned. “Sorry to hear that.”

      “It’s okay. He was my starter husband.” Lilly laughed and Darla joined her.

      “Anyway, you’re good at this. If you ever sell your jewelry store, let me know. We could use you here.”

      Lilly could feel the flush on her cheeks. “Thank you, but my jewelry shop is where my heart is.”

      Drew passed Lilly and Laurel as they exited the building, and he gave Laurel a wink. She blushed.

      “What was that all about?” Lilly asked as they made their way to her car.

      “I was just talking to him while you spoke to Darla. He’s really nice.”

      “And that’s all?”

      “That’s all.” Laurel grinned. Lilly didn’t have to ask any more questions. Obviously Drew had made quite an impression on her daughter.

      On Friday morning Lilly drove over to Noley’s house as soon as she finished breakfast. Noley had finally gotten home from her book tour in the middle of the night. She greeted Lilly with a big hug at the front door.

      “I’ve never been so glad to see anyone,” Noley said. “I had forgotten how hard it is to be on the road constantly.”

      As a nationally renowned chef, Noley was used to being in demand by television and radio show producers. She also had a syndicated cooking column in newspapers across the United States and worked as the head of recipe development for a cooking magazine. But this cookbook tour had been physically and mentally draining, even for her.

      “Have you seen Bill yet?”

      “He’s still at work. He’ll be over as soon as he gets off shift at noon.”

      “Are you ready?”

      “To see Bill? Of course!”

      “No, not to see Bill. For the wedding.”

      Noley took a deep breath. “I’ve got one last appointment with the seamstress this morning and I have to confirm my hair and makeup appointment for tomorrow.”

      “Good. As long as you have that stuff under control, I’ll call the bakery, the florist, the caterer, the minister, the rehearsal dinner restaurant, and my contact for the band.” Lilly ticked off her fingers as she listed her chores. “Everything is coming together!” She gave a little squeal.

      Noley let out a nervous laugh. “All that’s left is to actually get married.”

      Lilly cocked her head and looked intently at Noley. “Have I told you how happy I am that we’re going to be sisters?”

      “You have. Have I told you how much I appreciate you doing all this work for me and Bill? The planning, the leg work, the worrying, everything. We’ll never be able to repay you.”

      “You don’t have to repay me. I wanted to do it. Especially with you on the road, you needed a planner who knows you and Bill really well. Who knows you both better than I do?”

      Noley held out her arms and Lilly hugged her best friend. When they separated, Noley’s eyes were glistening.

      “No crying, now.”

      “They’re happy tears. And I wouldn’t be crying if I weren’t so exhausted.”

      “Go to your appointment, make your calls, and then take a long nap. You need to be rested up for the rehearsal this afternoon. I’ve got to run.”

      “All right. Thanks again, Lil. I’ll see you later.”
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      Lilly left and drove straight to her mother’s house before heading back home to make all her calls. Nikki greeted her with a smile.

      “Ready for the big wedding?” Nikki asked. She held the door open so Lilly could come inside.

      “Do you think Mom’ll be all right? If there were a way to do this without making her leave the house, you know I would have done it.”

      “I know. But I think she’s actually looking forward to it.”

      “Great. How is she doing today?”

      “Confused, as usual, but nothing we can’t handle. She seems eager to get dressed up.”

      Lilly nodded. “I’ll go talk to her.”

      She walked into the living room, where Bev sat in her favorite chair, her new walker on the floor right in front of her. She was listing a bit to one side, but she looked up at Lilly with a smile.

      “Good morning, dear. Are you ready for the wedding?” Bev’s speech had become harder and harder to understand of late, but Lilly usually got the gist of her words.

      “I sure am. I’ll be glad when it’s over.”

      “Remind me where you’re going on your honeymoon.”

      Every time Bev was confused like this, Lilly fought the urge to explain reality. She longed to remind her mom that she wasn’t getting married—Bill and Noley were. But she played along.

      “Aruba.”

      “Ah, yes. Aruba. I’ve never been there. Nikki showed me pictures on the computer. It’s beautiful.”

      “It sure is. And speaking of beautiful, Mom, you’re going to be amazed by the place where the wedding and reception are going to be. And tonight the rehearsal dinner will be at The Treetop Inn. You love it there.” Indeed, Bill and Noley had chosen that particular restaurant because it was Bev’s favorite.

      “Nikki helped me choose a lovely dress.”

      “I know. You showed it to me, remember? The lilac color goes so well with your eyes.”

      “Thank you, dear. You should go so you get everything done. Nikki and I can manage, can’t we, Nikki?” Nikki had come into the room and was standing next to Lilly.

      “You bet, Bev. Lilly, we’ll be at Juniper Lake Manor for the rehearsal by three thirty.”

      “Great. I’ll see you there.”

      Lilly left and sped back to her house, where she poured her second cup of coffee and sat down with her phone.

      The minister was ready, as were the band, the florist, and the bakery. The caterer, Maureen Davies, was her last call.

      “Were you able to find temporary employees to fill in for the staff who can’t be there tomorrow?” Lilly asked.

      “Here’s the thing, Mrs. Carlsen. I have to pay temporary employees more than my regular employees. And obviously I can’t eat that charge, so I have to pass that cost along to you.”

      “I don’t see why. We signed a contract. We pay you for a service and you agree to provide the service. How you choose to staff it is up to you, but you have to staff it according to the contract.”

      “The contract states that we make ‘reasonable efforts’ to execute our responsibilities. It is unreasonable to ask me to take a haircut on my profit because I have three employees out sick.”

      “I would say it’s entirely reasonable to ask you to do that. If we had to cancel the wedding at the last minute and asked you to make adjustments, would you?”

      “Of course not.”

      “You see?”

      “That would be a completely different circumstance. I require forty-eight hours’ notice for a cancellation. That deadline has passed. All I have to do is make a reasonable effort to staff the event. Don’t worry, Mrs. Carlsen. The guests will not even notice, I promise you.”

      “Somehow I doubt that.”

      “Well, I have one more thing I need to discuss with you. I need to substitute all the beef entrées with fish,” Maureen said.

      “Are you kidding me?”

      “Unfortunately, no. There’s an issue with my supplier and I simply won’t have the beef in time. But don’t worry. The fish is really good.”

      “It won’t taste good to the people who ordered beef.”

      “Well, I’m afraid there’s nothing I can do about it. You’ll never find a caterer to make that many beef entrees in time for the reception.”

      “What if I pick up enough beef at a grocery store and drop it off to you?”

      “I can’t guarantee its quality.”

      “Can you at least sub chicken instead?”

      “I wish I could, but most of my chicken is already in a huge batch of salad I need for a brunch I’m catering on Sunday. Don’t worry, the fish will be delicious. Listen, I need to get going. I’ll call you if there’s any change.” Maureen hung up without waiting for a reply.

      “Aaargh!” Lilly yelled.

      “Mom! Are you all right?” Laurel called from upstairs.

      “No. Did you order the beef for tomorrow night?”

      “Yes. Why?”

      “I hope you like fish.”

      “Oh, no. The caterer again?”

      “The caterer again.”

      “This is going to be awful,” Laurel said.

      “I wish I had never heard the name Maureen Davies.”
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      Lilly took a quick nap after lunch and woke up a little before two o’clock to the sound of Tighe coming upstairs.

      “Tighe!” She rushed out of her room and hugged him. “I’m so glad you’re home. Have you eaten lunch? Are you tired? Do you want to rest before we leave?”

      Tighe laughed. “Slow down, Mom. I grabbed lunch and a coffee on the road, so I don’t need to eat or sleep. I’m gonna study until it’s time to go.”

      While Tighe studied, Lilly took her time dressing. She had chosen a lime green and pink dress with three-quarter length sleeves and a mid-length skirt and paired it with silver earrings and a necklace. Hassan called just as she was slipping into her high heels.

      “Hi, love. Are you ready to enjoy the fruits of your labor?” he asked.

      “You bet. I’ll just be glad when this is over.”

      Truer words were never spoken.

      Lilly went downstairs, where Laurel was waiting for her in the kitchen.

      “Wow, Mom. You look fab!”

      Lilly spun around so her flared skirt swirled around her. “Thank you. So do you! I love that dress.” Laurel was dressed in a light blue long-sleeved dress with a short skirt and a V neckline. It was perfect for her age and her complexion. Laurel, too, had chosen silver jewelry and wore a pretty bracelet with a couple of dangly blue charms.

      “Do you need to take anything with you to the rehearsal?” Laurel asked.

      “I don’t think so. I’ll be busy tomorrow, but tonight all I have to do is practice being Matron of Honor and make sure everyone gets to the restaurant on time. And hand out these schedules for tomorrow.” She waved several sheets of paper as she spoke.

      “It’s pretty cool that Noley picked you over her own sister to be the Matron of Honor.”

      “I know. Noley’s sister will play a role in the ceremony, though. She’s going to do a reading.”

      “Are they close?”

      “Not as close as Noley and I are, so she understands why Noley chose me.”

      “That’s good. Are you ready?”

      “I’m ready.” Lilly went to the bottom of the stairs and yelled up. “Tighe! We’re ready to go!”

      A few seconds later Tighe joined them in the kitchen. He wore a navy suit jacket, a white Oxford with a pink tie, and khaki pants.

      “Do I look okay?” he asked.

      “Very handsome,” Lilly said. Tighe rolled his eyes.

      On the drive to Juniper Lake Manor, Lilly and Laurel discussed the things that needed to be done the next day before the wedding ceremony. Laurel had brought a notebook and pen, so she took copious notes as Lilly spoke.

      “If you need help decorating the mini cakes tomorrow morning, just let me know. I can help before I head off to get my hair done,” Lilly said. Laurel had offered to make the wedding favors, which were going to be mini Bundt cakes. With Noley’s input, Laurel had decided on two delectable-sounding treats: red velvet cakes with a cream cheese frosting and decorated with red velvet crumbs, and dark chocolate cakes with a raspberry curd filling, a vanilla buttercream frosting, and decorated with dark chocolate curls.

      “I should be fine. Really, there aren’t that many cakes to do. I’ve made fifty and they’re expecting forty-six guests, right?”

      “Right.”

      “Okay. It shouldn’t take much time at all to frost and decorate them.”

      “Tighe, are you going to be able to help out tomorrow?”

      “I doubt it, Mom. Sorry. I’ll be studying for my final until the wedding.”

      “That’s fine.”

      When they arrived at Juniper Lake Manor, Laurel got out of the car and looked around.

      “Looking for someone?” Lilly asked, her eyes twinkling. “Someone named Drew, perhaps?”

      Laurel blushed. “I don’t even know if he’s supposed to work tonight.”

      “Well, if he isn’t here tonight, you’ll see him tomorrow. Come on,” Lilly said. “Let’s go inside and see if anyone else is here.” She led the way into the manor.
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      Darla was the first person they saw. Lilly introduced Tighe and they shook hands. “You’re the first ones here for the rehearsal. I’d give you the lounges to relax, but they’re being prepped for the wedding party coming in this evening. I can give you another room to hang out in if you’d like.”

      Lilly looked at Laurel and Tighe, who nodded. “Lead on,” Lilly said. Darla led them up the rustic wooden staircase to a large sitting area on the second floor overlooking the foyer and reception hall. There were two sofas in the space, along with a tea service and small basket of snacks.

      Laurel and Tighe made themselves comfortable on one of the sofas. Tighe whipped a textbook out of the backpack he was carrying.

      They all sat in silence for a short time, and then Lilly glanced at her watch. The rest of the wedding party would arrive at any moment. “Guys, we should go downstairs so no one has to come looking for us.” Tighe groaned.

      “I could really get used to staying in a place like this,” Laurel said. She stood up and put her heels back on. “All right, I’m ready.”

      Downstairs, a few members of the wedding party were already gathering. Lilly introduced herself and the kids, and they all chatted while they waited for Noley and Bill, who arrived together a short while later. There were hugs and handshakes all around and a few of the groomsmen availed themselves of the bar while everyone waited for the minister to show up. They didn’t have to wait long. Bev and Nikki arrived just after the minister, followed immediately by Noley’s parents, Melissa and Russell.

      Nikki walked behind Bev, who pushed her walker slowly up the ramp in front of the manor. Bev didn’t like to admit that she needed the walker, so it was a big deal when she had agreed to use it at the wedding events.

      The groomsmen, many of whom Lilly remembered from Bill’s high school days and visits home from college, were all solicitous of Bev and swarmed around her like there was no one else they would rather have seen at the wedding rehearsal. Of course, Bev had always invited them into her home when they were boys and young men, and they remembered her fondly. She had been quite a hostess in those days.

      “Of course I remember you, George,” Bev was saying to one of the groomsmen. Her words were slightly garbled, but everyone seemed to understand her. “You used to love my macaroni and cheese. And you, Ray, you used to spend the night after every football game.” The men beamed as Bev spoke, and it was wonderful to watch her face light up with joy every time she recognized one of the men who used to spend so much time in her house.

      “Oh, Tom, I remember you. You were such a cute little thing.”

      Tom Toole, who had grown up on the next block and had been Bill’s first partner on the police force, rolled his eyes and smiled. “I finally had that growth spurt,” he said. Indeed, he and Bill were about the same height.

      Lilly glanced outside. The minister was already down at the lakeshore with Bill and Noley, deep in conversation. “Nikki, let’s take Mom outside and get her situated so she can see the whole rehearsal,” Lilly suggested.

      Once Bev and Nikki were comfortably seated in chairs that had been placed on the lawn for them, Lilly returned to the manor to request that everyone make their way down to the lakeshore. But before they departed, she distributed the wedding-day schedules to everyone in the wedding party. Darla had helped her plan the wedding day down to the minute, and Lilly intended to stick with the schedule so that there wouldn’t be the usual chaos over wedding party photos and protracted receiving line conversations. Once everyone had a schedule and Lilly had made sure there were no questions, they all followed Lilly out the back door of the manor and down to the water’s edge.

      The minister gathered the entire wedding party around him and asked for the best man to step up.

      Tighe stepped forward. The minister showed him what to do and where to stand. Lilly watched the exchange wistfully. Her little boy, all grown up.

      The minister directed Noley and her father to start down the path to the lake when they heard the first notes of “Trumpet Voluntary,” which he would cue with a thumbs-up, since there would be no music at the rehearsal. Russell started to blink rapidly. Noley swallowed hard and followed suit. Before long all the women in the group were sniffling and fighting back a full onslaught of tears.

      “This is supposed to be happy.” Bill rolled his eyes.

      That broke the momentary silence and Noley gulped out a laugh. “It is! These are happy tears. Aren’t they, Dad?”

      Russell nodded, wiping his eyes on the sleeve of his jacket. Melissa, her eyes glistening, too, walked up to Russell and handed him a tissue. He and Noley, followed by all the women in the wedding party, made their way back up to the manor.

      While the women were getting in place, the groomsmen took their places to the side of Bill. Seeing that everyone was ready, the minister beckoned for Lilly and the bridesmaids to start down the aisle. When they were in place down by the water, the minister gave the thumbs-up. Noley and her father emerged from the back of the manor and made their way to the shoreline. The minister held out his hands in a “slow down” gesture and they slowed the pace. When they arrived at the water’s edge, the minister smiled at everyone.

      “Noley, I know this is exciting, but you might trip running down the aisle.”

      That broke the nervousness in the group and everyone laughed. Russell, who appeared to have a death grip on Noley’s arm, relaxed and smiled. He kissed Noley on the cheek and made his way to Melissa’s side in the front row of chairs.
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      The ceremony was over in just a few minutes. Noley’s sister, Cynthia, read beautifully, as did Hassan, and Bill and Noley exchanged imaginary rings. Lilly could almost hear the recessional play in her mind as the party made their way back to the manor after the ceremony concluded. Most of the wedding party reconvened a bit later at The Treetop Inn, though groomsmen Tom and George were on duty that night and had to return to work.

      Dinner was a festive affair, despite the staid atmosphere of The Treetop Inn. The wedding party had a small banquet room to themselves, so they didn’t have to worry about bothering other diners with their noise and enthusiasm.

      It came as no surprise to Lilly that Bev was holding court at dinner. Though Lilly had harbored a fear that people would be uncomfortable trying to understand Bev’s distorted words, everyone seemed to catch on to what Bev was saying. After that, Lilly was just afraid of what family secrets Bev might spill while she enjoyed being the center of attention.






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



