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            Chapter One

         

         Jenna Bell made a living helping women find their Prince Charming. At twenty-nine, she still believed in the fairy tale—in one true loves and happily-ever-afters. And while her success rate as a matchmaker was well publicized, she hadn’t found her own true love until six months ago. Admittedly, the past several months hadn’t been all hearts and flowers. Through no fault of her fiancé, of course.

         Lorenzo had proposed to Jenna three days after her stepfather died. Some people might think his timing was off. Her stepsisters, Arianna and Serena, certainly did. And yes, maybe even Jenna had too. But his heart had been in the right place. He’d wanted to give her something to look forward to, something to take her mind off the loss of the only father she had ever known—the man who’d made her believe in fairy tales and happily-ever-afters.

         Richard Bell had lifted her and her mother from a life of poverty to a life of luxury in a matter of weeks. More important, he’d loved them heroically. He’d treated her mother like a queen and Jenna like a princess.

         Thinking about her stepfather brought tears to her eyes, and she tried to blink them away. When that didn’t work, she frantically fanned her hands in front of her face. “Don’t cry. You’re not allowed to cry,” she murmured to herself while standing in the changing room at her stepsisters’ bridal shop in Harmony Harbor.

         She was terrified a mascara-tinged tear might fall on her wedding gown. She’d just had her final fitting of the dress her stepsisters had slaved over for months. It was an Arianna Bell original, designed specifically with Jenna in mind. The dress was beyond gorgeous. She felt like a princess in the breathtaking, strapless tulle gown with intricate floral detailing from the bodice to just below the warm white satin bow at her waist.

         Arianna had decided the color suited Jenna’s auburn hair and green eyes better than winter white. She’d been right of course, which wasn’t a surprise. When it came to fashion and style, no one could hold a candle to Arianna. Her ability to turn Jenna into a fairy-tale princess was a perfect example since Jenna wasn’t exactly fairy-tale princess material. Her stepsisters were though.

         And sometimes, more so when they were younger, they treated her as abysmally as the stepsisters in a fairy tale. Which was why Jenna couldn’t afford to have anything go wrong. They’d had an amazing day together. It was everything she’d ever dreamed of as a little girl. The laughter, the good-natured teasing, the…

         Her thoughts were interrupted by the steady chime of the door opening and closing and the sound of Lorenzo’s smooth voice, with its exaggerated, lyrical accent, greeting the customers and her sisters. Jenna reached back to unzip her wedding gown. She wasn’t comfortable leaving her fiancé alone without her to intercede if things went sideways like they so often did.

         All she needed was for Arianna and Lorenzo to get into a knock-down, drag-out fight before the wedding. They were both volatile and stubborn and mixed as well as oil and water. But the only sound she heard was Pachelbel’s Canon in D coming through the speakers. She was just about to chide herself for worrying over nothing when she heard it…a feminine sob.

         If Lorenzo had made Arianna cry, they would have words. She bowed her head. If Jenna had words with her fiancé, he’d probably cry too. He was a sensitive soul. She wouldn’t admit it to anyone else, but sometimes she found his proclivity to melodrama annoying. Then again, she’d much rather Lorenzo be a kind and sensitive—albeit dramatic—man than a brooding alpha.

         In all her years in the matchmaking business, Jenna had met her fair share of alpha males. Like bad boys, they weren’t for her. She found them too masculine, domineering, and full of themselves. Admittedly, she was in the minority. Ninety percent of the women she matched wanted an alpha or a bad boy. At least she’d saved herself the heartache and found Lorenzo, who was somewhere between a beta and a metrosexual.

         As Jenna steeled herself to pull back the changing room curtain and discover the identity of the crying person, there was the muffled ping of an incoming text. She found her iPhone buried beneath her clothes on the chair, releasing a relieved breath when she read the text from Serena. Her stepsister identified the crying woman as a bride who’d just been unceremoniously dumped ten days before her upcoming wedding. Her sisters were both busy, and Serena asked Jenna to provide a little TLC to the jilted bride until one of them could take over.

         No problem, she texted back, happy for the opportunity to help out.

         Jenna returned her phone to the pile of clothes and then pushed back the curtain. She spotted the woman right away. Half-buried beneath a garment bag, she sat slumped on a velvet slipper chair on the other side in the fitting area. Her veil was askew on her gorgeous updo, congealed streaks of black mascara and blush on her cheeks. She must have been having a trial run of her hair and makeup for the big day. Despite her heart breaking for the poor woman, Jenna pasted a warm, professional smile on her face.

         “Here, why don’t you let me hang this up for you?” Without waiting for a response, she gently removed the garment bag from the woman’s arms. “I’m Jenna Bell, Arianna and Serena’s sister. Would you like a coffee or tea…? How about a glass of prosecco?” Jenna asked as she returned from hanging up the gown in a fitting room.

         “A bottle of prosecco would be good,” the woman said, her attempt at putting on a brave face failing when she burst into tears.

         Jenna gathered up a champagne flute, the bottle of bubbly, and a box of tissues. She nudged a small table and chair closer to the woman and sat down. “Do you want to talk about it?” she asked as she poured a glass of prosecco.

         The jilted bride hiccupped a sob while reaching for a tissue. “I don’t know what happened. I was just leaving the salon, and he called and said h-he couldn’t go through with the wedding. H-he blamed me. He said he never wanted to get married. He said I push…pushed him into it.”

         Jenna put down the bottle to comfort her. “Is there anyone I can call for you?”

         The woman lifted her head from Jenna’s shoulder to accept the tissues Jenna gently pressed into her hand. She blew her nose. “Sorry for crying all over your beautiful gown. My name’s Kimberly, and I’m not usually a crier, but…”

         “Please, don’t apologize. I just wish there were something I could say that would make you feel better.” Jenna handed her more tissues. “I don’t know if this is helpful or not, but I own a matchmaking company in Charleston, and so many of my clients have been exactly where you are right now and they’ve gone on to find true love. I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, Kimberly, but trust me, this might be the best thing to happen to you.”

         “I can’t see how. He’s the love of my life.” Sniffing, she pulled out her phone to show Jenna pictures of her with her fiancé.

         Jenna studied the couple in the photo. Her matchmaking company had a 90.9 percent success rate for a reason. And it didn’t have anything to do with her stepmother’s super-secret computer program like Gwyneth liked to tell people.

         Jenna had a gift.

         She knew within moments of a couple sitting across from her if they were meant to be or not. A pretty pink light would dance between the couple, and Jenna would get a warm, fuzzy feeling deep down inside and be overcome by a sense of joy and well-being. Sometimes the feelings were so powerful she was sure the inner glow must show on her face. No one had ever said that it did though. And maybe because she didn’t have tangible proof, the few people who knew about her gift pooh-poohed it. Including her stepmother. At least when it suited her. Which was why Southern Belle didn’t have a hundred percent success rate. Because when it came to true love and happily-ever-afters, Jenna was always, always right.

         In this case the couple weren’t sitting across from her so she couldn’t be one hundred percent positive, but she felt eighty percent confident. “Kimberly, I’ve been doing this a long time, and trust me, he’s not your one and only. Give yourself a couple months to get in a better place and then give me a call, and I’ll help you find a man who is.”

         “Really? You don’t think we were meant to be?”

         “No. If you were, he wouldn’t have called off the wedding. A couple months from now, you might want to thank him. I know it’s hard to see this now, but what he did took courage, Kimberly.”

         “Oh, bella, what you say, it is the truth. I am so glad you understand. I knew you would.”

         Jenna glanced over her shoulder. She should probably be alarmed that her fiancé had just seen her in her wedding dress, but she didn’t think her wedding could be cursed twice. Lorenzo had already seen her in the dress when he’d walked in on her during the fitting for his tux.

         “I don’t know what you mean, Lorenzo. Understand what?”

         The beatific expression on his too-handsome face dimmed, and his sensuous mouth turned down. “What you just told your friend. I must have the courage for the both of us.”

         Jenna came slowly to her feet. “Are you…? Are you breaking up with me?”

         “Sì. I have found my true love, and now I must set you free to find yours.”

         This couldn’t be happening. She reached for the back of the chair in case her suddenly weak knees gave out. In the distance, she heard Arianna say something to Serena and then the click of high heels coming their way. Jenna knew she should continue the conversation someplace private, but there seemed to be a disconnect between her brain and her mouth. “Y-you told me I’m your true love.”

         “I was mistaken. My heart, it belongs to Gwyneth.”

         She practically fell off her heels and tightened her grip on the back of the chair. “Gwyneth? You’re in love with my stepmother?” Her heart was pounding so hard she could hear her pulse in her ears and wasn’t sure if she’d yelled or whispered the words. At the sound of high heels hitting the tiles at the rate of machine-gun fire, she went with the former.

         “Ah, you knew, then. You should have told me, bella. It was not fair you kept me from my love for so long.”

         “And I thought I was having a bad day.” Kimberly leaned over to hand Jenna the bottle of prosecco. “Either drink it or hit him with the bottle. Personally, I’d hit him. And no offense, but if you didn’t know he wasn’t your one, how am I supposed to trust you to know who’s mine?”

         Emotion swelled in Jenna’s throat, making it impossible to respond. She’d never had the true-love feeling with any of her boyfriends, Lorenzo included. Psychics were the same. Their gift was for other people, not themselves.

         But Jenna couldn’t find the energy to defend her abilities. Gwyneth had stolen everything from her now. The woman she’d spent the last decade trying to mollify and please had just sunk a sixteen-inch serrated knife into Jenna’s chest and torn out her heart. And here she stood with the blood draining from her body and her knees about to give out, and the man she thought loved her, her very own Prince Charming, was watching her with a perturbed expression on his face because she’d kept him from her forty-five-year-old stepmother.

         She glanced at the bottle in her hand. The temptation to hit him over the head and replace his aggravation with shock and pain was hard to resist. Arianna wouldn’t hesitate, and neither would Serena. But Jenna couldn’t bring herself to do it and handed the bottle back to Kimberly. “I can’t drink and drive.” She forced the words past her quivering lips and rapidly blinked her eyes. She had to get out of there before she broke down. All she had left was her dignity.

         “I’ll be right back. I need to put more money in the parking meter.” She lifted her skirts and ran past a confused-looking Lorenzo and her wide-eyed sisters. She ran to the front of the shop and out the door. It wasn’t until she was about to run across the street to her car that she realized she was still in her wedding gown and didn’t have her keys. A deep voice cut through the fog of her grief.

         “Hey, Cinderella, you lost your shoe.”

         She registered her lopsided gait and the warm pavement beneath her foot and stopped. She turned. And there, bathed in June’s golden light, stood a tall, dark-haired man with her glass shoe resting on the palm of his hand.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Logan Gallagher had seen some interesting things in his twelve-year career as a Secret Service agent, but this was a first for him. He glanced from the dainty glass shoe he balanced on the palm of his hand to the shop, Tie the Knot, behind him and wondered if he’d gotten it wrong. Maybe the woman wasn’t playing princess after all. Maybe she was a runaway bride.

         She stopped, turning to stare at him through luminous, pale green eyes. She kept staring. He wondered if he knew her, but he had a good memory for faces and couldn’t recall hers. He smiled and held up her shoe. “I think this is yours.”

         Her red-bowed lips parted, and then her big, long-lashed eyes darted past him. A tall, dark-haired man in a powder-blue tuxedo burst through the doors of Tie the Knot. Cinderella gave a panicked yelp before whirling around to run across Main Street. Logan caught a glimpse of a red Camaro heading directly for her and took off at a run.

         He reached her seconds before the car did and scooped her into his arms. The driver of the Camaro braked hard, the smell of burning rubber filling the air. The car’s grille brushed the side of Logan’s leg, and he felt the heat through his jeans. Acknowledging the clearly shaken driver with a grateful chin lift, he jogged to the sidewalk across from Tie the Knot and Tuxedo Guy.

         Logan glanced at the woman in his arms. “You okay under there?” he asked, doing his best to keep the amusement from his voice. Given the day she appeared to be having, Cinderella probably wouldn’t find it funny that her dress had blown up over her head. There were enough layers of fabric that she wasn’t flashing anything other than a shapely pair of legs.

         She batted at the gauzy white material and her big eyes appeared over the mound of fabric. “Thank you. I can’t believe I did—” He picked up on a touch of the South in her voice before Tuxedo Guy interrupted her, shouting to make himself heard over the honking horns as he wove his way through the oncoming traffic to reach them.

         He gesticulated wildly, pointing at his head. “Stupido, running away like that! Madonna mia, what were you thinking? My dress, you could’ve ruined it, sì?”

         Logan shot the guy a look while carefully lowering his charge to the sidewalk. “Back off and give her a minute.” He didn’t say jerk, but he wanted to. The woman was obviously distraught, and the guy was calling her stupid. She was also as dainty as her shoe, and he could feel her tremble in his arms, which was probably the reason Logan felt like punching the guy.

         Instead, he placed a hand on her shoulder to steady her. “You okay?” he asked.

         Beneath his fingers her skin was warm and satiny smooth. She had pretty shoulders and a delicate collarbone. The flush deepened on her cheeks, and he lowered his hand, turning his attention to the two women headed their way.

         He recognized the blue-eyed, blond sisters, Arianna and Serena Bell. Arianna had dated his brother Connor. If Logan remembered correctly, it had ended badly for the pair. But it would’ve been more of a surprise if it had ended well. His brother didn’t exactly have the best track record with women, even back then.

         “What were you thinking, Jenna? You nearly got yourself killed over…over that idiot.” Arianna flung out her hand in Tuxedo Guy’s direction.

         “You see, her sister, she agrees with me. What Jenna did was stupido.”

         Logan looked down at the woman beside him, surprised. He couldn’t recall hearing that Arianna and Serena had a sister. There wasn’t much of a family resemblance.

         He looked up and caught Tuxedo Guy’s eyes on him, realizing then that the man had been addressing his remark to him. Obviously, he’d read Logan’s earlier what a jerk expression. He wondered if he should point out to Tuxedo Guy that Arianna had just called him an idiot, but it looked like she was about to handle that herself.

         Arianna got in the guy’s face, stabbing him in the chest with a white-tipped fingernail. “Believing one word out of your mouth was stupid. Saying yes when you asked her to marry you was stupid. And we were stupid for letting her do it. But even more stupid was her taking off and nearly getting herself killed because you dumped her for our stepmother. She should’ve—”

         A small, embarrassed groan pulled Logan’s attention back to the woman beside him. She looked like she wished the sidewalk would open up and swallow her whole. “You might want to take this somewhere else,” Logan suggested to Arianna, lifting a hand to indicate the growing crowd.

         “Thanks for trying,” Jenna murmured when her sister ignored him and continued to tell Tuxedo Guy what should’ve been done to him. She was creative and kind of scary, and Logan thought his brother had gotten off lucky.

         Serena stepped around Arianna to poke the guy’s shoulder. “We knew you were just a sleazy Casanova, Lorenzo. The only reason you were with Jenna was because of her company and a green card, and it’s on us that we didn’t step in before you broke her heart and stole Southern Belle out from under her. Because don’t think we haven’t figured out that you’re in this up to your big ears with Gwyneth.”

         “You wanna get out of here?” Logan asked Jenna.

         “You no-good, lying, cheating scum bucket! Taking advantage of a nice girl like her, and cheating on her with her stepmother!” a woman wearing a veil shrieked, brandishing a bottle of prosecco at Lorenzo.

         “Do it! Hit him with it!” a bloodthirsty woman in the crowd shouted.

         Jenna gave Logan a desperate nod. “Please, let’s leave.”

         He took in the escalating situation, torn between wanting to get her out of there and keeping the peace. In the distance, he heard a siren and went down on one knee. “Okay. Just let me take care of this first.”

         He lifted the now-dirty hem of her wedding dress and gently wrapped his fingers around her ankle, raising her foot to his knee. Her foot was as pretty and as soft and smooth as her shoulders. Her toenails were painted sky blue with a stripe of gold on each center.

         “Look, it’s right out of a fairy tale. Cinderella and Prince Charming!” a woman yelled. Oohs and aahs were followed by the sound of pictures being taken on cell phones.

         “If it doesn’t fit her, you can try it on me, gorgeous,” a woman yelled.

         “No way. I saw him first. I should get to go before you,” her redheaded friend said.

         “You have feet the size of flippers. Don’t waste his time—”

         At the sound of a fight breaking out between the women, Logan bent his head and groaned. To think he’d come downtown to grab a beer with his brother in hopes of figuring out what was up with their mother.

         He heard a strangled sound and looked up, worried that Jenna had reached the breaking point—he wouldn’t blame her if she had. Instead, she appeared to be holding back laughter and not tears. Her eyes were shiny, her full, red lips pressed tightly together.

         He grinned at her. Any woman who could laugh moments after being thrown over for her stepmother was the woman for him. The thought took him aback. So much so that he felt the need to remind himself he didn’t do relationships. Not anymore. Or at least for a good long while. He liked his life simple and entanglement free. It allowed him to stay focused on his career.

         The laughter in her eyes faded. His discomfort must’ve shown on his face. He slid the shoe onto her foot and smiled as he came to his feet, offering his hand. “All set?”

         She hesitated and then gave him a small smile and shook her head. “It’s all right. I’ve taken up enough of your time. Thanks again for saving me from becoming roadkill.” She took his hand to shake it. “I think that makes me your slave for life, doesn’t it? So if there’s ever anything I can do to repay you, please let me know. I’m Jenna Bell, by the way.”

         Whatever was making the citizens of Harmony Harbor crazy today must be contagious, because Logan suddenly had all kinds of dirty and creative thoughts about Jenna being his slave. He gave her hand a light squeeze as the sexy images burned into his brain. “Logan Gallagher. I keep people safe for a living, so don’t give it another thought.”

         She glanced at her sisters, the woman in the veil, and the two wannabe Cinderellas who’d all backed Lorenzo against a storefront window. “You’re obviously very good at your job. I find people their one true love for a living.” She sighed, acknowledging the irony by raising a shoulder.

         His eyes followed the movement. He didn’t know what was wrong with him. He was a leg man, not a shoulder man. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. We all make mistakes. None of us can be on our game a hundred percent of the time.”

         “I can be with everyone else, just not myself. I probably should save him from my sisters.”

         He glanced at Lorenzo, who covered his face and shrieked like a girl. “Why would you want to do that?”

         Her eyebrows drew together. “It feels like the right thing to do.”

         His attraction began to make sense. He didn’t only protect people for a living; it’s who he was. Jenna brought out his protective instincts. She was obviously sweet and tenderhearted. She needed a keeper. He had to remind himself he wasn’t up for the job and nor did he want it. But just this once, he could save her from herself.

         He put his hands on her shoulders and ducked to look into her green eyes. This close, he saw flecks of gold in her irises. Tiger eyes, only she was a kitten. “I’m calling my debt. Let your sisters take care of Lorenzo. And if you have joint property with the guy, hire a lawyer. My brother’s one. I’ll call him. He can advise you on your next steps.”

         A patrol car pulled up to the sidewalk and an officer got out. “Ladies, let the man go.” He came around the hood of the car and walked to where the women had Lorenzo cornered. They didn’t move until the officer reached past them to grab the other man’s arm.

         Lorenzo straightened his tux. “Grazie, Officer. I am in your debt.” His eyes narrowed on Logan and Jenna, and he headed their way.

         Letting his hands fall from Jenna’s shoulders, Logan straightened. “Keep moving, buddy. The lady has no interest in talking to you.”

         “Talk, it is not necessary. All I want is my dress and ring.”

         Logan frowned, thinking he must’ve misunderstood. “You want her dress?”

         “Sì, and my ring. It is a family heirloom to be worn only by my countess. I’m a count, you see.” He made an odd rolling motion with his right hand.

         “Right, Count Dracula out to suck our family dry,” Serena quipped, pushing her hair from her face, looking a little worse for wear.

         Logan felt guilty he hadn’t intervened earlier, even though Jenna had needed him more than her sisters. He’d seen Arianna and Serena in action at a beach party years before. They could take care of themselves. Which Arianna appeared ready to prove.

         “You want your precious ring, you tell Stepmommy Dearest to give Jenna back her company. And as far as that dress goes, you’ll get it over my dead body. I made that dress for my sister, and I’ll be damned if Gwyneth wears an Arianna Bell original.”

         Anger came alive in the man’s dark eyes, and Logan moved to stand in front of Jenna, which only seemed to further infuriate the guy. Then, with the skill of a consummate performer, Lorenzo replaced his anger with a conciliatory expression. Leaning to the side so he could see Jenna, he said, “I am sorry that, like Richard, I have hurt you, bella. But it is not Gwyneth’s fault that she makes men weak with desire. Your father’s last wish was that she live the life she has become accustomed to. Don’t let your sisters blacken your heart with their petty jealousy. Now be a good girl and give me my family’s ring.”

         Logan wondered if Jenna was taken in by the guy and glanced over his shoulder. With her head bent, her shoulder-length hair hid her face as she tugged at the ring on her finger. His gut twisted in response to seeing a tear splash onto her thumb.

         As though realizing what her sister meant to do, Arianna elbowed Lorenzo and then Logan out of the way. If he hadn’t wanted to move, she wouldn’t have been able to budge him. But there was part of Logan that didn’t want Jenna to give in to the guy and hoped Arianna could reason with her. He just wished she weren’t planning to do it on Main Street. Then again, what more damage could they do? They’d already aired their dirty laundry for all the town to hear. Poor Jenna; they’d be feasting on this for the next month at least.

         “If you give the ring back to him, I’ll never speak to you again. Neither will Serena,” Arianna threatened her sister.

         Jenna lifted her gaze. Logan briefly closed his eyes at the stark pain etched on her face before he intervened. “Come on, Arianna. Don’t you think your sister’s been through enough?”

         “Evil witch, you will not encourage her to rob me,” Lorenzo said as he pushed past Arianna to grab Jenna’s hand.

         Arianna stumbled, releasing a shocked cry. Between that and Jenna’s pained gasp, the cop, who’d been talking to Serena, finally looked their way. Logan righted Arianna and then lunged for Lorenzo. Wrapping his fingers around the other man’s wrist, Logan squeezed.

         Lorenzo cried out, dropping Jenna’s hand to clutch his own. “Officer, arrest this man. My wrist, he broke it.”

         “I’ll break more than your wrist,” Arianna said, and launched herself past Logan to take a swing at Lorenzo, who raised a fist. Logan put up his hand, stopping Lorenzo before he followed through. Like an enraged bull, the man bared his teeth and took a wild swing at Logan. At the last second, Logan decided it was probably best if the guy got in one punch. Lorenzo’s fist glanced off Logan’s jaw.

         Satisfied that others had seen Lorenzo’s fist connect even if the cop hadn’t, Logan threw a left uppercut that landed with a satisfying crack. The guy would feel that for a day or more. Thinking he deserved at least a week of pain and suffering for what he’d done to Jenna, Logan drew back his arm to land another blow. Only Lorenzo surprised him. The other man’s eyes rolled back in his head. Before Logan could grab him, he crumpled in slow motion to the ground.

         The lady in the veil, who’d been leaning against a lamppost drinking, zigzagged her way over. She looked down at Lorenzo and then up at Logan. “You’re a hero. The hero of jilted women everywhere. If I give you my ex-fiancé’s name, will you beat him up for me like you beat up Lorenzo for Jenna?”

         The cop, who’d joined them to call an ambulance, looked up from where he’d crouched beside Lorenzo. His eyes narrowed. “Were you contracted to do this?”

         “You’ve got to be kidding me. You were standing here the entire time. Flirting with Serena, I might add, instead of helping defuse the situation.” Noting the man’s wedding band, Logan shoved his fingers irritably through his hair. A married man wouldn’t appreciate being accused of flirting in public.

         “Don’t use that tone with me, Gallagher. Oh yeah, I know who you are. Your daddy used to be the governor, and you boys thought you were all that. Now you’re a big deal with the Secret Service.” He made a whoopee gesture with his finger. “Too bad it’s not going to get you out of this.”

         Logan tensed. As an agent, he couldn’t afford to be arrested. “What do you mean this?”

         Jenna, who’d been looking down at Lorenzo in shock, glanced from Logan to the cop. Without saying a word, she bent down to half-drag her now groaning ex to the garbage can. She propped him against it, slowly straightening as if hoping to avoid notice, and then she slunk off down the sidewalk. Three stores over, she broke into a run.

         The cop was too busy trying to remove his cuffs from his belt to notice she was gone. “You know exactly what I mean. You’re going down for this. Who knows? It might end up being murder one.”

         “Am I dead? I’m not dead, am I?” Lorenzo asked from where he slumped against the garbage can cupping his bloody nose.

         No one paid him any attention. They were focused on the cop. Logan was trying to figure out if the guy was actually serious and, if he was, who in the Gallagher family had done him wrong. Because there was something more going on here.

         “Ryan, don’t be ridiculous. If you arrest him, you have to arrest all of us,” Serena said.

         “Who said I’m not planning to?” The cop angled his head and said into the radio clipped to his shoulder, “Immediate backup required at 295 Main Street.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Clutching fistfuls of tulle in both hands, Jenna hiked up her wedding gown and took off at a run down the sidewalk. People stopped to turn and stare as she raced past them on her way to the corner of Main Street and South Shore Road.

         Jenna glanced back to check on her sisters and found her attention captured by a man’s intent gaze. Ryan might not have noticed that she’d left the scene of the crime, but someone else had. Logan would though, wouldn’t he? Unlike Ryan, Logan was really, really good at what he did for a living.

         The man was a true hero and not just because he’d rescued her from becoming a tulle-wrapped pancake. Only months before, while he’d been off duty, he’d foiled the kidnapping of a princess from a small European country on the border of France and Spain. He was a Secret Service agent and had been stationed in Europe for several years. And now, because of Jenna, his job might very well be on the line.

         Determined to ensure that didn’t happen, she refocused her attention on her destination instead of on the handsome man being put in handcuffs by Ryan. She wasn’t about to let Logan be charged for assault just because he’d been trying to protect her from becoming roadkill and Arianna from getting punched in the nose.

          She prayed Logan’s brother, Michael, was holding court at the Salty Dog like he did most Saturdays. A former assistant district attorney, Michael had gone back to practicing law in Harmony Harbor after he left the FBI four months before. It was a standing joke in town that he did so to keep his fiancée—and Jenna’s childhood best friend—Shay Angel out of trouble. Jenna prayed he could keep his brother out of trouble too.

         A droplet of sweat splashed onto her lashes. Without thinking, she let go of her dress to lift her hand to her eye, rubbing it to stop the stinging. Midrub, she realized her mistake. It was too late. Her glass shoe got caught in the tulle, and she barely got her hands out in front of her to stop herself from landing face-first on the sidewalk. Her palms and chest broke her fall, knocking the wind out of her.

         She was lying on the sidewalk gasping for air when she heard the sound of a siren. No, sirens. There was definitely more than one police car headed this way. As she struggled to her feet, two older gentlemen reached out to help her.

         She forced her pained grimace into a smile. “Thanks so much,” she said, and then fisted her hands in her dress once again, this time hiking it to her knees.

         Within two steps, she realized sprinting on what felt like a sprained ankle was out of the question and hobbled the rest of the way to the redbrick building on the corner of Main Street and South Shore Road.

         “Thank you, sweet baby…” she began when she reached the door. Jesus didn’t make it out of her mouth, and she didn’t make it through the front door. A tall man mowed her down as he came flying out of the Salty Dog. Lucky for Jenna, he had good reflexes and saved her from landing on her behind. It was Michael Gallagher.

         “Sorry, Jenna. Are you okay?” he asked, giving her a cursory glance while carefully setting her out of his way.

         “Yes, thank you. I’m fine, but—”

         “I’ve gotta go. Tell Shay your drink’s on me.” He patted her shoulder and then went to hurry away.

         “No, you don’t understand, Michael. Logan needs your help. He’s—”

         Walking backward, he held up his phone. “I know. He texted me.” As two patrol cars turned onto Main Street with their sirens blaring and lights flashing, Michael rushed off.

         Jenna was about to hobble after him when a hand closed around her bicep. “Oh, no you don’t, Cinderella. I’ve got orders to keep you out of the fray and to check your ankle. Come on.”

         Jenna sent one last anxious glance over her shoulder before doing her best friend’s bidding. Shay Angel wasn’t someone you argued with. She kicked butts and took no names. Jenna wished she were more like Shay. The woman was fearless, a real-life superhero, just like Logan. The thought brought Jenna up short.

         Leaning against the door to the pub, she held it open. “I know my sisters are just trying to protect me from Lorenzo, Shay. But I have to go back and say something in Logan’s defense or Ryan is going to railroad him. He has something against the Gallaghers.” She’d overheard him complaining to her sister one day about Aidan Gallagher, who was a detective with the HHPD. It had sounded like his hostility went deeper than professional rivalry. But at the time, Jenna had been swamped with worry over Serena’s involvement with the man and hadn’t paid much attention to his rant. Now she wished she had.

         Shay turned, her long, dark ponytail swishing across the back of her black T-shirt. “What are you talking about? It wasn’t Serena or Arianna who told me to keep you away. It was Logan. Now get inside. You’re letting in the hot air.”

         “Logan?” Jenna pressed a hand to her stomach in hopes of keeping a warm, fuzzy feeling at bay. Lord knew she shouldn’t be having the warm fuzzies about another man less than twenty minutes after being dumped by her fiancé. Admittedly, it was kind of Logan to be concerned about her welfare when she was the reason his career might be on the line. And it did feel kind of nice to be looked out for again. When she was younger, her stepfather had looked out for her. At least until Gwyneth had come into his life. The only person Lorenzo ever looked out for was himself.

         Now, where had that thought come from? she wondered. Arianna, of course, said it all the time, but not Jenna. She’d never had a truly negative thought about Lorenzo the Louse. Looked like she just did, and it actually felt good to say something derogatory about him. Even if it was just in her head.

         “Yeah, it was Logan who texted me.” Shay’s eyes flicked over Jenna, and then she put an arm around her shoulders, guiding her into the pub, which smelled like their famous warm pretzels and craft beer. “Look, I get that you can’t see it right now, but this is the best thing that could’ve happened to you, Jenna. The guy is a loser. He was bound to break your heart one day. If you ask me, it’s better now when there’s no kids involved.”

         Less than an hour earlier, Jenna had said more or less the same thing to Kimberly. Although hopefully with a little more sensitivity than Shay. Which wouldn’t be difficult because Jenna had more tact in her baby finger than her best friend had in her entire body. Of course, Jenna couldn’t take credit for her social graces. The exclusive Swiss boarding school she’d been sent to at fourteen—at Gwyneth’s behest—was not only famed for their stringent academics, but their graduates were taught the social graces necessary to converse with world leaders, kings, and queens as well as every upper-class cultural ritual known to mankind. Still, she thought it was a wonder Kimberly hadn’t hit her over the head with the bottle of prosecco when she’d told the hours-old jilted bride that her fiancé had done her a favor.

         Jenna rolled her eyes at herself and then at Shay. “Bless your heart. It might have been nice if you’d shared with me how you really felt about Lorenzo before today. Seeing as you’re my best friend and all.”

         “Uh-oh. What’s got our Southern belle’s dander up?” asked Cherry, the assistant manager at the Salty Dog. Since Cherry was also Shay’s best friend, Jenna had adopted her as her own BFF. Cherry was a little wild, brash, and outspoken, but also really sweet and kind. And right now Jenna could use some of Cherry’s brand of sympathy rather than Shay’s.

         “Lorenzo just dumped me for my stepmother,” she said, her voice catching on a sob. She stood there, head bent, hands at her sides, waiting to be enfolded in Cherry’s sympathetic embrace. Cherry was the one person Jenna could count on for a little compassion. She hadn’t gotten any from her sisters or Shay, and she really could use some right now. The reality of what had happened had finally hit her.

         “Thank God. You don’t know how many times I wanted to rip those rose-colored glasses off your face, but Shay wouldn’t let me. She said you’d figure it out before it was too late. If you didn’t come to your senses before next Saturday, I was going to kidnap you. I had a couple guys on board to help me out. At least Gwyneth will be saddled with the loser and not you.”

         Jenna swallowed the lump in her throat while sniffing back tears. “As far as best friends go, you two suck,” she said before limping toward the one unoccupied barstool. “And just FYI, I don’t wear glasses or contacts.”

         Six feet from the barstool, Jenna was enveloped in a cotton-candy-scented hug from behind. “I’m sorry,” Cherry said. “I’ve been hanging around Shay too long, and I was just so glad I didn’t have to kidnap you. The FBI frowns on that sort of thing, you know.”

         Cherry was dating Michael’s former FBI partner. As far as Jenna could tell, the couple was a perfect match, just like Shay and Michael were. Everyone was a perfect match except Kimberly and her fiancé…and Jenna and Lorenzo.

         Behind her, she sensed Cherry staring at Shay while nodding at Jenna. “Shaybae.”

         “No. I’m not doing a group hug, Cherry. We’re in the middle of a crowded bar. Jenna doesn’t want—” Jenna glanced back at Shay, who then pressed her lips together and walked over. “Fine.” She moved in front of Jenna, wrapping her arms around both her and Cherry. “I’m sorry, okay? I should’ve said something about Lorenzo, but you supposedly have this gift so I thought I must be wrong. And for your sake, I wish I had been wrong about him. I’m sorry he hurt you, Jenna. I really am. I’d go beat him up for you, but it sounds like Logan took care of him.”

         “Boys, it looks like the girls are about to put on a show,” said one of the older men at the bar. His friends swiveled on their barstools to face them.

         “Great. Are you two happy now?” Shay said, clearly annoyed as she stepped back.

         Obviously, it was a rhetorical question that spoke more to Shay’s embarrassment than to Jenna’s mental state. Because while she did feel a little better after the shared hug, she couldn’t find much to be happy about. Other than Logan punching out Lorenzo’s lights. And that reminded her why she was even standing in the middle of the pub. “Can you text Michael and see if he needs me to go to the station and—”

         “Wait a sec. Logan Gallagher, our very own Secret Service man, beat up Lorenzo?” Cherry interrupted her.

         Jenna gave her a quick nod, hoping against hope to avoid the outrageous comments Cherry was famous for when it came to handsome men.

         An intrigued smile turned up the other woman’s burgundy-glossed lips. “This is good. Very, very good. You gotta get back in the saddle right away so those feelings of inadequacy can’t take hold, Jenna. And who better to make you feel like a desirable woman than Tall, Dark, and Deliciously Ripped? He’s perfect, isn’t he, Shay? He’s not dating anyone at—”

         Until Cherry mentioned it, Jenna hadn’t felt inadequate. No doubt she would have, once she’d had time to process everything. How could she not feel like she was lacking when Lorenzo dumped her for her much older stepmother, a statuesque, blond bombshell? As though Shay could tell Cherry’s offhand comment had hit its mark, she took Jenna by the arm and shot the other woman a zip it look. “Let’s get you settled at a table and check out your ankle.”

         “What? She needs a rebound guy. And if you ask me, there’s no one better than Logan for the job. He’s not only drop-dead gorgeous, he’s strong, kind, and considerate. And have you gotten a look at the size of his hands and feet? Well, I have, and let me tell you, they are big. You know what they say—”

         “Would you stop? I don’t want to be thinking about how big Logan’s…hands and feet are, thank you very much.” Shay pulled out a barrel at one of the tables, directing Jenna to sit.

         Shay’s uncle Charlie had decorated the pub to resemble a pirate ship. The floors and walls were cedar and gave off a warm, fragrant scent. There was a raised stage at the far end of the room, a dance floor, and at least twenty tables with barrels serving as chairs. The cedar walls were decorated with muskatoons, ropes, and swords, one of which was reputed to have belonged to William Gallagher, Michael’s and Logan’s great-grandfather many times over, who was rumored to have been a pirate. It was purportedly where the family’s wealth had come from.

         Where there wasn’t a weapon, there were framed photos of Charlie and his staff dressed as famous pirates. The waitresses wore serving wench costumes in green and burgundy, like the one Cherry had on. Only Cherry’s revealed more leg and chest than anyone else’s. On purpose, of course. Unlike Shay, who refused to go along with her uncle’s pirate fantasy and wore her uniform of black T-shirt, jeans, and high-heeled, butt-kicking boots.

         Shay helped out at the bar on weekends to give Charlie a break. During the week, she split her time between counseling women who’d served time in prison and their children and doing investigative work for several high-powered attorneys.

         “Cherry, why don’t you get Jenna a mimosa float and some of those grilled veggie pretzel crisps?”

         “No prob. You want anything else, Jellybean?”

         “Maybe just the mimosa float. I don’t think I could eat anything, thanks,” Jenna said, her stomach turning when Shay removed her glass shoe and Jenna’s foot began to throb. Obviously, the pressure of the shoe had kept the pain at bay.

         “Grab an ice pack while you’re at it, Cherry,” Shay called after the woman while propping Jenna’s foot on a barrel and then joining her at the table. “I don’t have to tell you to ignore sixty percent of what Cherry says, do I? Because having a one-night stand with any man, least of all Logan, is a really bad idea.”

         “Don’t worry. I’m not planning to hit on Logan. He’d never be interested in someone like me anyway.” Even though it was true, she knew it was the wrong thing to say to Shay, whose gray eyes narrowed. “I’m just being honest. I know exactly where I fit in the scheme of things, and it’s not with a man who is a ten. Look where that got me with Lorenzo.”

         “You know what your problem is? You still see yourself as that twelve-year-old kid who didn’t fit in,” Shay said.

         “You didn’t fit in either.”

         “But it didn’t bother me like it did you.”

         “Probably because you were gorgeous even back then, and I was far from it,” Jenna said.

         “You don’t have to look at me like that. It’s hard enough to be dumped a week before your wedding, but to be dumped for your stepmother…”

         She fought back the tears welling in her eyes and cleared them from her throat. “Whether you believe me or not, I’m a confident person, and I’m generally happy with who I am. I don’t put a lot of stock in looks. But this, well, it would shake most women. At least average women like me. I’ll get through it though. With a little help from my mimosa float,” she said when Cherry returned to the table with her drink and an ice pack.

         “I went a little lighter on the vanilla ice cream and white chocolate sprinkles and heavier on the champagne,” Cherry said.

         Jenna gave her a thumbs-up. “Good call.”

         “You’re needed at the bar, Shaybae,” Cherry said, shooing her away. Once Shay headed somewhat reluctantly to the bar, Cherry leaned across the table. “Okay, whatever she said, ignore it. She hasn’t got a clue what she’s talking about. How could she, right? The woman is a twelve without makeup. You and me though, we’re a six on a good day. And let me tell you, Jellybean, there is nothing wrong with being a six if you know how to work it. And Auntie Cherry is going to teach you how to work it. Because trust me, the only way to get over a man is to find another one.”

         She cupped her chin in her hand and looked around the bar. “Pickings are a little slim right now, but the day is young and the night is long.” She glanced at Jenna with a look in her eyes that made her nervous. Jenna drained the mimosa float because of it and then nearly choked on a chocolate sprinkle when Cherry said, “I’ve never given you a striptease lesson before, have I?”

         Cherry had worked as an exotic dancer in Las Vegas before moving to Harmony Harbor. “No, and I don’t think today would be a good day to learn.” Jenna nodded at her foot on the barrel.

         Cherry bent over to lift the ice pack. “Doesn’t look bad at all. A couple more mimosas, another hour or so of rest, ice, compression, and elevation, and you’ll be as good as new. Trust me, Auntie Cherry knows all.”

         Jenna might love Cherry as a best friend, but she absolutely did not trust the woman when it came to her idea of how to mend a broken heart, and she made a mental note to limit herself to one mimosa float. It was a well-known fact that Jenna was a lightweight when it came to holding her own against fancy, sweet drinks. And after the day she’d had, Jenna just might be susceptible to Cherry’s more outrageous healing-a-broken-heart ideas.

         “Where is my stepsister?”

         Jenna looked up at the sound of Arianna’s sharply pitched voice. Or, as Jenna thought of it, her murderous voice. She slunk down on the chair, but Serena spotted her. Serena nudged Arianna, who whipped around and immediately marched toward their table. Jenna got a squeamish feeling in the pit of her stomach. She’d had plenty of experience reading her oldest stepsister’s moods, and the way her eyes and lips were narrowed suggested Jenna was about to receive a piece of her mind, which was as sharp as Arianna’s tongue. At the moment, Jenna’s mind obviously wasn’t because she couldn’t figure out why Arianna was mad at her.

         Cherry rested her elbow on the table, placing a hand over her eyes. She shook her head. “Here we go. She’s got her bi-at-ch face on. I’m telling you, that woman needs to get laid.”

         “Please don’t share that with her. It’s better just to let her rant, okay?” Jenna said, preparing herself for the mental pummeling she had no doubt was about to come when the two women reached the table.

         Arianna crossed her arms, Serena following suit. They stared down at her, faces pinched. “I’m sorry you got dragged into it,” Jenna felt compelled to say, even though her stepsisters had managed to make the situation so much worse. If not for Arianna, Logan wouldn’t have punched Lorenzo.

         “Sorry isn’t going to cut it, Jenna. Our reputations are now at risk thanks to you and that…that Italian gigolo.”

         Cherry twisted on the barrel to look at Jenna’s stepsisters. “Maybe I missed something, but the gigolo didn’t break up with one of you a week before your wedding, did he? He didn’t cheat on you with your stepmother or destroy the dream wedding you’ve been planning since you were ten, did he?”

          “I’m really not in the mood to listen to you defend my stepsister, Cherry. Serena and I were photographed in handcuffs and have just come back from being grilled at the police station and slapped with a restraining order, while Jenna’s sitting at the bar drinking. I can’t afford to lose business because of this.” Her sister’s eyes went wide, and she slowly lowered herself onto the barrel whispering, “The deposits.”

         “Cherry, would you mind getting drinks for me and my sisters?” Jenna asked. Arianna looked as if she were suddenly carrying the weight of the world on her shoulders.

         The other woman nodded and got to her feet, mouthing, Holler if you need me.

         “Are you okay?” Serena asked, putting a hand on her sister’s shoulder.

         Arianna buried her face in her hands. “We handled all the deposits for Jenna’s wedding. It’s too late to get the money back.” Her voice was muffled, but Jenna had made out the gist of it.

         “You don’t have to worry about the deposits, Arianna. I’ll take care of them, and I’ll”—Jenna looked down at the wedding gown her stepsister had spent weeks creating and carefully shuffled the chair closer to the table so Arianna wouldn’t see the blood spatter from Lorenzo’s nose or the bedraggled hem—“pay for the dress, of course.”

         Arianna lifted her head from her hands. “And how exactly do you plan to do that, Jenna? You can’t access the money Daddy set aside for your wedding.”

         “I know, but I didn’t plan on letting him pay for everything. I have money put away.” She’d set up a special savings account for her wedding the day she’d gotten her first babysitting job. Since she was very young, she’d known exactly how she wanted her wedding and hadn’t wanted to compromise on the vision or ask her stepfather for the money to make her dreams come true. She’d wanted to do it on her own.

         “Oh, I see. Well, that’s a relief at least.” Arianna stood up. “Come on, Serena. We’ll see if we can convince the Hartes to lose the photos of us. I’m sure they’ve got better ones of Logan in handcuffs and one of Lorenzo crying over his bloody nose.” The Hartes owned the Harmony Harbor Gazette.

         “Logan didn’t get charged, did he?” Jenna asked, crossing her fingers.

         “What do you think? Lorenzo was yelling that Logan ruined his beautiful face and…You better add covering the cost of his tux to your list of expenses. We’ll never get the blood out.”

         Jenna opened her mouth to tell Arianna to bill Lorenzo, but she knew that would be like trying to get water from a brick. “Of course. So they charged Logan with assault?”

         “He’ll be lucky if that’s all they charge him with. Ryan and Lorenzo were going for attempted murder.”

         “That’s ridiculous!” Jenna was about to jump to her feet when she remembered the state of both her dress and her ankle.

         “Relax, Jenna,” Serena said. “Michael and Aidan were there to defend Logan. Not that he needed them to, really. Arianna and I shared our version of the event too. I’m sure, once Kimberly sobers up, she’ll corroborate our story. Although she’s being charged with drunk and disorderly.” She looked from Jenna’s empty glass to her face. “Once you’ve finished commiserating with your friends, you should go to the station and give your side of the story. After all, Logan did save you from being hit by the car.”

         “I would’ve gone right away, but Logan asked that I stay here while Michael handles things at the station. I’ll go as soon as I get changed. Promise.”

         Arianna frowned, as though just noticing Jenna still wore her wedding gown. “Why didn’t you change when you ran back to Tie the Knot?”

         “I haven’t been back to the shop. I came here—”

         “Oh my God, Jenna! We thought you’d at least think to lock up while we were being hauled off to jail!”

         “If we’ve been robbed because of you—” A red-faced Arianna broke off when Serena grabbed her hand, dragging her away.

         Cherry, who was carrying a tray of mimosa floats to the table, turned to watch Jenna’s stepsisters race out of the pub. “I guess we don’t need two of these, do we?”

         Jenna gestured for the drinks. “Yes, yes, I do. And keep them coming.”
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