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            Chapter One

         

         If Laurie Wilson could have controlled the weather for her wedding, she would have. She had controlled, planned, organized, and directed every other aspect of her special day. So when it rained for a solid seven days before the ceremony, Laurie exhausted herself with worry.

         She could have saved herself the angst because August twenty-sixth arrived with an endlessly azure sky more like September than late summer. And in true silver-lining fashion, the rain had broken the deep August drought leaving the asters, woodbine, and rudbeckia that grew in the meadow beside Laurel Chapel in full, glorious bloom.

         The day was as perfect as her dream.

         So was her wedding dress.

         The full-length mirror in the church’s waiting room provided a stunning reflection of the woman who was about to become Mrs. Brandon Kopp. Alençon lace dripped from her gown’s bodice while the Swarovski crystals along the sweetheart neckline sent colorful sparks of light along the walls and ceilings. Laurie pressed her hands down into the yards of netting in the skirt, feeling giddy.

         “You look gorgeous, princess,” Dad said from behind her, a tremor in his voice.

         For the first time in her life, Dad’s pet name actually fit. The A-line ball gown was princess-worthy, and her thick, unruly tresses had been braided into a crown that now bristled with baby’s breath like a living tiara.

         She turned around to find Dad, his hands jammed in the pockets of his dark gray suit, his dahlia boutonniere slightly askew. She stepped up to him and fixed the flower. “There,” she said, with butterflies flitting around in her core.

         He captured her hand and gave it a little kiss. “I can’t believe my little princess is getting married,” he said, a sheen in his eyes. “But I heartily approve of your groom.”

         “I do too,” she said with a grin. “And I’m happy the planning is finally over. I thought Mom and I would come to blows a few times over the last few months.”

         The door opened, and Laurie’s bridesmaids invaded in a swirl of burgundy chiffon and laughter. Madison Atwood, Emma Raynerson, and Jessica Westbrook were dear friends from college, and Brandon’s sister, Roxanne, was the maid of honor.

         “We’ve been sent to let you know that Brandon and the groomsmen are about to take their positions. It’s only a few more minutes,” Roxy said. “And I just wanted to tell you before the wedding toasts start that I’m so happy you’re going to be my sister-in-law. Brandon couldn’t have chosen any better.”

         A wave of joy percolated through Laurie. “Thank you so much.” She gave Roxy a fierce hug. “Not just for saying that, but for holding my hand the last few months. All of you have been terrific, really. I know I can get a little OCD about things, and you all have been so supportive, especially when Mom started throwing her weight around.”

         A tearful and slightly giggly group hug followed, but it didn’t last long because Courtney Wallace, the events coordinator for Eagle Hill Manor, opened the door and said, “It’s show time, ladies…and gent.” The strains of the Air from Bach’s Suite No. 3 in D—arranged for organ and violin—floated in from the sanctuary. A little flutter of excitement gnawed at Laurie’s insides as her friends left the room, lined up in the chapel’s small vestibule, and one by one, made their way down the aisle.

         She took Dad’s arm and looked up at him. He smiled and winked. “I love you, princess,” he said.

         “I love you too,” she murmured as the music changed from the Bach to Pachelbel’s Canon in D. She’d had a huge argument with Mom about this music choice. Mom wanted the traditional “Bridal Chorus” from Wagner’s opera Lohengrin. But Laurie was a bit of an opera buff, and in her estimation, the wedding in Lohengrin wasn’t one she wanted to emulate since the bride ends up dead at the end of the opera. So no “Bridal Chorus” for her. She regarded it as bad luck.

         Without the opening fanfare of “Here Comes the Bride” to signal her arrival, the wedding guests didn’t rise to their feet very quickly. But they did eventually get the message. She gripped Dad’s arm and looked ahead to where Brandon waited, dressed in a dark gray suit with his curly, almost-black hair falling over his forehead. He aimed his big blue eyes at her, and her heart beat a little faster.

         They’d known each other for ten years, since freshman year at George Washington University. They had hooked up a time or two in college but not seriously until five years ago. Brandon was the love of a lifetime. The only man she’d ever slept with. Her heart swelled in her chest as she arrived at the altar without tripping on the train of her dress. Thank God. She could check that worry off her list of possible disasters.

         She looked up into Brandon’s eyes. She’d imagined this moment thousands of times. His eyes would sparkle, maybe with unshed tears of joy. His mouth would curl at the corner and expose his adorable dimple. He’d wink…

         Wait. She’d never imagined him frowning at her. What? Did he hate her dress? Was it too princessy? She knew it; she should have gone with the mermaid dress even though Mom hated it. Crap. The moment was spoiled forever.

         The minister interrupted her inner rant. “Dearly beloved. We have come together in the presence of God to witness and bless the joining together of —”

         “Wait,” Brandon said.

         “What?” The minister laid his finger down to mark his place in the Book of Common Prayer. Then he looked up at Brandon over the rims of his half-glasses.

         The bodice of Laurie’s dress chose that moment to become a tourniquet, shutting off her air supply.

         “What on earth are you doing?” In the front pew, Brandon’s father stood up with a thunderous look on his face.

         Brandon ignored his dad. He kept staring at Laurie with panic in his eyes. “Uh, Laurie, um…”

         “How dare you!” This came from Mom in the pew on the opposite side. Like Brandon, Laurie tried to ignore her mother while simultaneously trying to breathe.

         “I can’t,” Brandon said.

         “You can’t or you don’t want to?” Roxy asked. “Because, baby bro, there is a big difference.”

         “I…Well, both of those, actually.”

         “What?” Laurie finally managed to push out the word and suck in a gulp of air.

         Brandon took her by the hand, and the touch sent ice up her arm. She wanted to pull away from him but she was frozen in place. “Look, Laurie, you’re more or less the only girl I ever dated.”

         “So?” someone asked. Laurie wasn’t sure but it sounded like Andrew Lyndon, the best man.

         “I just don’t think either of us is ready for this. I mean, we don’t have enough experience.”

         “What?” That was definitely Mom’s voice. “You’re twenty-eight years old, for goodness’ sake. You’re not a couple of teenagers.”

         “Is there someone else?” Laurie could only whisper the words as the foundation of her world crumbled beneath her.

         Brandon’s eyes widened. “No, never. I swear, Laurie, I have never cheated on you. But I think we got on the wedding carousel and…” He stabbed a hand through his hair. “Shit,” he said under his breath as he turned away.

         “If there’s no one else, then—”

         “I just want a break, okay? Like six months. You know, like a trial separation.”

         “For crap’s sake, how can you have a separation if you’re not even married?” Dad asked in a tense voice.

         Laurie glanced at Dad, still standing there waiting to give her away. His face had gone pale and grave. He turned toward Brandon. “What is it you want, son?”

         “I just need time. You know, to make sure this isn’t a mistake.” And then he gave Laurie a sweet, sad smile and said, “And you need time too, Laurie. I think it would be good if we saw other people. Really. And then we can decide.”

         “Are you crazy? I love you. I don’t want to see other people.”

         He shook his head. “I’m really sorry. I know you spent a lot of time and money planning all this.” He turned and strode down the aisle and out of the chapel. His father climbed over a couple of wedding guests and hit the aisle at a dead run. Laurie hoped the old guy didn’t give himself a heart attack chasing after his son.

         Roxy must have had the same thought because she dropped her bouquet and tore after Mr. Kopp, saying, “Daddy, don’t kill yourself.”

         Dad glanced at Mom and snarled something obscene while the wedding guests went ominously silent, except for Mom, who collapsed in the front pew, openly weeping and maybe even wailing a little.

         Someone grabbed Laurie by the hand. “Come on, let’s get you out of here.”

         She looked up. Andrew Lyndon, the best man. Funny how he’d stayed and Roxy had gone. He tugged her forward, and she followed him down the aisle like a confused puppy. Behind her, the bridesmaids and the groomsmen followed in a disorderly retreat, and all Laurie could think about was that the musicians were supposed to play Mendelssohn’s “Wedding March” during the recessional.

         
              

         

         Andrew marched out of the chapel and down the path to the inn, his little sister, Amy, running ahead of him clearing the way. Behind him, the remaining bridesmaids and groomsmen, including his brother, Edward, and cousins Matt and Jason, followed like a formally clad flash mob.

         They hurried across the lawn, into the inn, up the sweeping staircase, and arrived at the Churchill Suite—Eagle Hill Manor’s signature guest room on the second floor. Amy, who was also an assistant wedding planner at the inn, opened the door with her passkey.

         “C’mon, boys, let’s go get wine,” Amy said, snagging Andrew’s brother and cousins. She looked up at Andrew. “We’ll be back. In the meantime, you hold down the fort. I can’t think of anyone better. You are the most levelheaded member of the Lyndon family.” She winked and gave him a sisterly smile.

         Wow, Amy had really grown up in the last year. Instead of a spoiled brat without ambition or focus, she had grown up to become a clever and competent woman. She’d married Dusty McNeil earlier in the summer over everyone’s objections, including his own. But as it turned out, everyone was wrong. Amy and Dusty were wildly happy, and Dusty had been exactly the medicine Amy had needed to heal the broken places in her once-aimless life.

         Amy took charge of Andrew’s younger brother and cousins like a mother hen and ushered them down the hall, leaving Andrew to deal with the distraught bride. He guided Laurie into the room, which was cluttered with suitcases packed and ready for a five-day honeymoon in Bermuda.

         He came to a stop on the Persian rug just inside the door. Now what?

         In his professional life, he’d mediated plenty of disputes, from simple divorce cases to complicated disagreements between litigants. This situation had Humpty Dumpty written all over it. No one was going to put this back together.

         He turned and allowed himself to look Laurie in the face. Her big hazel eyes stared back, oddly vacant. She might have been a wax statue, the way she stood stiff and unmoving without real expression. A beautiful wax statue, with her golden hair braided with flowers.

         What kind of idiot walks away from a woman like this?

         Before he could act, Madison, Emma, and Jessica closed ranks around Laurie and guided her to one of the wing chairs in the sitting room. She sank down into it, her big skirt billowing up around her, making her look like a frothy white cupcake.

         “I think we should find Brandon’s Camaro and mess it up,” Emma said.

         “Screw that, I want to kill him, not his car,” said Jessica.

         “Can I castrate him first?” Madison asked.

         “But I love him,” Laurie said in a watery voice as the first tear escaped the corner of her right eye.

         “Oh, baby, don’t cry for that SOB,” Madison said and then hurried into the bathroom, returning a moment later with a big wad of tissues, which she pressed into Laurie’s hand. Laurie accepted the tissues but did nothing to stanch the slow drip of tears. That controlled release of emotion wrenched Andrew’s heart more than sobs could have. She ought to be disconsolate. She ought to be angry.

         Fury boiled down in the pit of his stomach. He hadn’t felt rage like this since last spring, when he’d gone after Amy’s boyfriend in the mistaken belief that Dusty was taking advantage of his sister. Dusty, who knew how to settle disputes with his fists, had put a serious hurt on him.

         So much so that he’d enrolled in a weekly aikido class, where he’d learned something he’d always known. That the only way to defuse a fight was not to fight at all, but to find a way to make peace. And yet, despite all the training in the dojo, Andrew still wanted to strangle Brandon. How could his best friend do something so outrageously hurtful? Andrew knew what being dumped felt like. Val had walked out on him two years ago without any kind of warning. He’d almost moved on, but he would never forget that feeling of lost trust.

         The door banged open and in walked Andrew’s younger cousins, Matt and Jason, with several bottles of champagne and a big bucket of ice. Amy trailed behind with a tray filled with champagne flutes.

         “We nabbed some of the champagne reserved for the wedding toast. We figured since it was already paid for, we—”

         “Shut up, Matt,” Andrew said, rolling his eyes toward Laurie. “And what happened to Edward?”

         “Our dear darling brother decided to find Brandon and talk to him,” Amy said, her voice unusually grave.

         Damn. That should have been Andrew’s job. Not only was he the best man, but he and Brandon were almost like brothers. They’d been in nursery school together, and their parents were old and dear friends. Maybe he could defuse the situation. Although if he were honest with himself, the only things he wanted to say to Brandon at the moment would probably not calm the situation down.

         So instead of leaving the bride to talk to the groom, he nabbed a bottle of champagne and started pouring. When everyone had received a glass, Jessica raised hers and said, “Here’s to castrating and then murdering Brandon Kopp, but only after we destroy his car.”

         The bridesmaids chorused, “Hear, hear.”

         Jason and Matt looked uncomfortable. Laurie just sat there holding her wineglass without drinking.

         “Uh, I don’t really feel like killing or castrating Brandon, and if you mess up his Camaro, he’s going to be really pissed,” Matt said, ever the socially insensitive one.

         Everyone looked at him as if he’d just farted in church. But Matt held his ground. “Look, you guys, Brandon is a friend. He’s more than a friend, really, since we all grew up with him and Roxy. I’m just saying that he should be praised for walking away if he wasn’t three hundred percent sure about getting married.”

         “Get the hell out of here.” Jessica got right up into Matt’s face and almost pushed him out of the room. Good for her. It saved Andrew from doing the same thing.

         “I think I’ll go too,” Jason said, leaving his untouched champagne glass on a side table.

         “Uh-oh,” Amy said, once Jason was gone. “This is going to get messy, isn’t it? Like a divorce. Edward was pretty blunt with us. He said Laurie had enough support and someone should be thinking about Brandon.”

         “Yeah,” Jessica said, “in order to torture him, slowly.”

         Amy touched his arm, and Andrew looked down into his sister’s dark eyes. “You really need to do something before everyone gets angry with everyone else,” she said. “I hate it when the family’s in turmoil. And the Kopps are like members of the family.” There were tears in Amy’s eyes.

         Why me? Andrew wondered. But he already knew the answer. He often played referee. But this time, keeping the peace might be impossible. Brandon breaking up with Laurie would shatter the dynamic of their tight-knit circle of friends and family.

         Negotiating those fissures and cracks would be doubly difficult because Laurie’s father, Noah Wilson, was Andrew’s boss at Wilson Kavanaugh, a law firm with a nationally respected mediation practice. For the last five years, Andrew had been busting his butt trying to make partner. This breakup would put him in an awkward position to say the least.

         He downed his champagne and stepped across the room, sinking into the ottoman beside Laurie’s chair. “Laurie,” he said gently.

         She looked up at him, her face marred by tear tracks. He wanted to pull her into his arms and tell her to weep and sob and yell, even though he knew from experience that none of those things would change the situation. Still, there was something to be said for the cathartic property of throwing things. He’d broken an entire set of dishes the day Val walked out on him.

         No one knew he’d done that, of course. Andrew kept his emotions tightly reined when he was in public. Laurie was like that too. It was something he admired about her.

         “What would fix this situation for you?” he asked.

         “I love him,” she whispered, her voice so tight, it sounded brittle.

         “So you’d be okay if he changed his mind and we started over? You still want to marry him?”

         She nodded, biting her lower lip. “I certainly don’t want to kill or maim him.” She glanced at Madison. “Or mess up his car.”

         “Let me go talk to him, okay?” Andrew said gently.

         “You can’t be serious.” Emma downed the last drop of her champagne and glared at him. “That asshole left her at the altar. That’s like the worst humiliation a woman can suffer. It’s like he—”

         “Shut up,” Laurie said, her voice surprisingly strong. “I’d take him back,” she said.

         “Okay, let me see what I can do.” Andrew got up and headed toward the door, but Emma followed him.

         “You aren’t seriously thinking about talking Brandon into going forward with the ceremony, are you?”

         “Why not?”

         She rolled her eyes. “Because he’s a dickwad, and Laurie deserves better.”

         “He wasn’t a dickwad two hours ago, was he? Maybe he just had a moment of—”

         “Doesn’t matter who he was two hours ago. He walked away from her on her wedding day. And it’s not her place to grovel and ask him to come back.”

         “I wouldn’t ask her to grovel, Emma. But if she’s willing to take him back, don’t you think it’s worth trying to see if that’s possible? The object is to find a win-win situation for both of them.”

         “You’re unbelievable. Laurie is not capable of judging what she wants right now.” Emma’s fists landed on her hips.

         “And you are?” he asked, suddenly annoyed at Laurie’s best friend.

         Emma shook her head. “No. But I think Laurie loves the idea of Brandon. I think she’s been overlooking a lot of problems with the real Brandon.”

         Andrew let out a long breath. “Look, she asked me to talk to him, okay? I’m the best man—reasoning with the groom comes with the territory. And besides, I’m a mediator so talking to people in crisis is sort of my thing.”

         Emma folded her arms across her chest. “Knock yourself out. But you aren’t going to change Brandon’s mind. My guess is that he’s been cheating on Laurie.” She turned and ducked back into the Churchill Suite.

         Was there someone else? Andrew didn’t think so. But he’d certainly been surprised that day when he’d come home from work and found Val all packed and ready to run off to her lover.

         
              

         

         Laurie looked down at the champagne flute, studying the way the late afternoon sun sparkled on the bubbles and her two-carat pavé-set Tiffany engagement ring. She remembered the day Brandon had put that ring on her finger. It was at her birthday party, two years ago. She hadn’t thought too much about the fact that members of their close group of friends each brought a balloon to the party with a single letter on it. But it all became clear when Brandon suggested a group picture with the balloons, which, when lined up in the right order, spelled out: LAURIE, WILL YOU MARRY ME?

         Brandon had gotten down on his knee and presented the ring in its beautiful robin’s-egg-blue Tiffany box. She’d loved the ring from the first moment she’d laid eyes on it. It was classic and maybe a tiny bit old-fashioned.

         And now she would have to give it back.

         Something broke inside her heart, and the tears she’d been trying not to shed welled up like a fountain. How could such a romantic man walk away from their wedding?

         She slipped the ring from her finger. “Someone needs to give this back,” she managed to choke out.

         “Aw, honey,” Jessica said, “you are not giving that back. You’re going to sell it on eBay and pocket the ten grand. You’ll need the money to fix up that house Brandon talked you into buying. Now drink your champagne. It’ll take the edge off.”

         She did as she was told, and just as soon as she’d drained the flute, Madison refilled it. “I just don’t get it,” Laurie said through her tears.

         “Neither do we,” Emma said. “But the important thing is that a man who leaves his bride at the altar is a jerk.”

         Laurie shook her head. No. Brandon was a great guy. The problem wasn’t Brandon. It was her.

         She sniffled back her tears and downed another glass of champagne. Yes, definitely. She was the problem. She’d been a fool to think that they had a special relationship that could weather her problems in the bedroom. She needed to accept the fact that she was a dud when it came to sex. She was uptight and OCD and had trouble turning her brain off. Who wanted to be chained to a wife like that?

         She downed another glass of champagne.

         “So, girls, you know we really can’t kill him or castrate him. But the Camaro…we could really mess it up,” Emma said in a solemn tone.

         “Maybe we could find a bottle of spray paint and write the words ‘Left the Bride at the Altar’ across his back window,” Madison said.

         “You’re an amateur,” Jessica said. “I vote that we go to Lowes and buy a pickax and turn the Camaro into Swiss cheese.”

         “That would be too obvious,” Emma said. “We should just put sugar in the gas tank.”

         The girls continued to discuss ways of destroying Brandon’s beloved car while they sipped several more glasses of champagne.

         Meanwhile Laurie obsessed over all the things she’d done wrong. It was amazing that Brandon hadn’t found someone else. Assuming he’d told her the truth. But it didn’t matter because he’d lose interest in her as soon as he started playing the field. She bored him in the bedroom, and that’s why he wanted her to date other guys. Maybe he thought she needed the experience. Like the opposite of slut-shaming or something. But sleeping around would be like cheating on him.

         Except it wouldn’t be cheating. Not now.

         The truth exploded on her like a stinger missile, and suddenly all the champagne she’d been sipping didn’t want to stay down. She didn’t make it all the way to the bathroom before she hurled it up.

         Well, that was it. Her beautiful $7,000 wedding dress was utterly ruined. Even if Andrew could talk Brandon into marrying her, Laurie now had nothing to wear to the wedding.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Andrew’s uncles Charles and Mark, along with his father, were sitting in the library with Noah Wilson. They hovered around Laurie’s father as if they might be undertaking an intervention. Everyone seemed to have a drink, which made perfect sense because, if ever there was a moment for alcohol, this was it.

         “Uh, sorry,” Andrew said and turned around. He’d been heading toward the French doors in the library when he’d stumbled on the group of elder statesmen.

         “Andrew.” Noah called him back, and since Noah was his boss, he turned.

         “Yes.”

         “Thanks for getting Laurie out of the church that way. Is she all right?”

         “She’s upset, but her girlfriends are with her, and I just saw her mother go upstairs. Um, have any of you seen Brandon?”

         A muscle in Noah’s cheek flexed. His boss was furious, and had every reason to be.

         “I think I saw him out at the gazebo,” Uncle Charles said.

         “Thanks.”

         Andrew crossed the room and headed through the French doors onto the terrace. A few moments later, he found Brandon standing in the gazebo staring out at the panoramic view of the Shenandoah Valley across the west lawn.

         “If you’re here to talk me out of it, get in line. Dad has expressed his disappointment. Roxy has poured on the sisterly guilt. And Laurie’s father has ripped me a new one; I mean, he was red-faced furious with me in a way I’ve never seen before. For a moment, I thought the guy might try to punch me or something. Your father saved me.”

         “Yeah, I saw him in the library plying Laurie’s father with bourbon. I’m kind of surprised Noah didn’t try to initiate mediation.”

         “I don’t think he had mediation on his mind,” Brandon said, turning around and leaning into the gazebo’s baluster. “I hope you aren’t here for that either.”

         “Laurie still loves you, you know,” Andrew said after a moment of silence.

         Brandon’s lips pressed together. “Yeah, I know. But I’m not changing my mind. One day she’ll thank me for this.”

         “Somehow, Brandon, I don’t think so. You hurt her today.”

         He cocked one eyebrow. “So you’re on her side too, huh?”

         “I’m not on anyone’s side. I’m just speaking the truth.”

         “Fine.”

         “Also, you should know that Laurie’s friends are so pissed off, they’re making plans to do something heinous to your car.”

         “Thanks.”

         Wow. Brandon’s response was underwhelming given that he loved his fully restored 1970 Camaro Z28 the way some people loved their pets. The car was practically a member of his immediate family.

         “You should know that Jessica is especially vindictive. On the other hand, Laurie continues to express her love and support,” Andrew said.

         “Is she really upset?”

         “Of course she is,” Andrew said mildly, swallowing back his own anger. “She expected to marry you today. Right now she’s trying to figure out why you did what you did.”

         “To be honest, Laurie says she loves me, but I’m not sure she knows what love is. I’m not sure I do either. I don’t think we belong together,” Brandon said.

         Andrew was experienced enough in negotiations to know when he was being BS’d. “So if I hear you right, you’re saying you don’t want to get married to Laurie at all? Earlier you said you wanted a break for a while. Those two positions are in conflict, you know.”

         Brandon shook his head and looked heavenward in a display of exasperation. “I don’t want you to mediate. All I know is that I feel like I’m being rushed into something.”

         “You’ve known Laurie for ten years. That’s not rushing into anything. So I’m just asking the basic question. Why did you do it? And what do you need to move forward?”

         “And I’m saying that I don’t want you trying to be my relationship counselor, okay? I’m not looking for a compromise. I just need a friend, is all.”

         “So you want me to support your decision without question, is that it?”

         “No, of course not. I’d like you to understand where I’m coming from. But if you want to rip me a new one like Laurie’s father did, go ahead. I don’t really give a rat’s ass what you do.” The anger in Brandon’s voice scalded his words.

         “I think you do care. And I think you’re going to pay a price for this eventually. The people who love you and Laurie are going to be pulled into factions, and once that happens, a resolution that will meet your needs will be hard to find.”

         “Well, thanks for making me feel better.”

         “I didn’t come here to make you feel better.”

         “Look, Andrew, if you want to take Laurie’s side on this, then fine.” Brandon walked past Andrew in a determined stride, the tone of his voice conveying the opposite of his words. Brandon obviously expected his best man to remain loyal no matter what. Unfortunately Andrew saw both sides to this dispute.

         
              

         

         Courtney Wallace, the wedding planner at Eagle Hill Manor, hurried up the grand staircase toward the Churchill Suite. This was the second time in her short career as a wedding planner that she’d had to deal with a left-at-the-altar scenario. Last spring, reality TV personality Mia Paquet had dumped Daniel Lyndon at the altar. But in that case, Courtney had practically jumped for joy.

         Mia had been the worst bridezilla ever.

         Laurie, not so much, although she could be a little OCD about small details. But really, what bride wasn’t just a little OCD when it came to her wedding day?

         Courtney reached the landing just as her assistant, Amy McNeil, arrived from the opposite direction.

         “How is she?” Courtney asked. No need to explain the pronoun. There was only one person on anyone’s mind right at the moment.

         Amy shook her head. “It’s bad. Really bad. I feel so sorry for her. All that work…”

         “We should have done something to stop the wedding before today,” Courtney said as she pressed a finger to her forehead where a tension headache was starting to blossom.

         “What could we have done? I mean, did you know Brandon was planning to pull a stunt like that? I sure didn’t see it coming. I’ve known Brandon all my life, and he’s a totally sweet guy.”

         “Brandon isn’t sweet,” Courtney said.

         “Well, I guess not, I mean after—”

         “No, I mean before. He’s a classic example of the Nice Guy, Not.”

         Amy blinked. “Okay, refresh my memory. Which one is that?”

         At thirty-five and still single, Courtney had dated extensively and had never once found Mr. Right, although she had lost her heart once, ages ago. In the intervening years, she had developed a list of ten male losers that every woman should avoid at all costs.

         “The Nice Guy, Not is the one who looks perfect on paper,” Courtney said. “Everyone says he’s a nice guy. He holds doors. He’s not afraid to meet the parents. He even cuddles. But he thinks all that good behavior entitles him to special treatment, as if common decency were something special. That makes him just another entitled male jerk.

         “And you know what? Now that I think of it, Brandon also has a few traits in common with the Belittler. Don’t you remember how he second-guessed every one of Laurie’s decisions? And she needed that like a hole in the head, what with her mother constantly expressing her views as well.”

         Amy nodded. “I guess you do have a point about that. He was annoying as hell about the reception menu. At the time, I thought it was nice that he cared so much about the wedding plans.”

         Courtney shook her head. “Amy, real men don’t care about wedding plans. They just do what they’re told.”

         “So you think he’s screwing around on her?”

         “I have no clue, but when a man says he wants to take a break, it usually means he has a honey on the side.”

         “You know, Court, you have a jaded view of love for a woman in your position.”

         “Yeah, but I’m a hell of a good organizer, and this pays better than nursing. Although on days like this, I sometimes think the burnout potential is just as high.”

         “Well, there’s nothing you can do upstairs. Laurie is in the good hands of her friends. They’ve got plenty of champagne, and they’re already thinking about ways to destroy Brandon’s Camaro.”

         Courtney grinned. “I knew I liked Laurie’s friends.”

         “So, is there anything you need from me?” Amy asked.

         Courtney shook her head. “No, most of the guests have left, although your dad and uncles are having some kind of powwow in the library. Pam is in there too. I think they’re trying to talk Laurie’s father down. He really lost it a while ago. Anyway, I sent in a couple of bottles of Bella Vista wine. I also left directions to keep the bar open until everyone clears out of the Carriage House. We’ve already made arrangements to send any leftover food to the Jefferson County homeless shelter.”

         “All right then. I’ll go check on Dad and the uncles and make sure everything is okay in the library. Then I plan to head home to Dusty.” Amy’s eyes lit up the moment she said her husband’s name. Amy and Dusty were the epitome of starry-eyed newlyweds. Courtney hoped their happiness lasted.

         “You should go home too,” Amy said.

         “I will, after I make sure everything is buttoned up in the Carriage House.”

         They turned and walked down the stairway together. At the bottom, Amy turned right and headed toward the library. Courtney turned left and went through Eagle Hill Manor’s front door to the grand portico. She wanted to take the long walk around to the Carriage House in order to clear her mind before handling the last few details of Laurie’s wedding-that-never-was.

         But one of the Lyndon boys was blocking her way. He sat on the front steps with his elbows on his knees and his head bowed. His tux fit him like it had been hand-tailored just for him, and for an instant, she felt sorry for him. He looked a little sad, sitting there alone.

         Which Lyndon was he? They all looked alike from the back. Was it Andrew? Jason? Edward?

         Just then, he turned and gave her one of those smiles that a less experienced woman might have fallen for. Oh yeah, she knew this one. Matthew. Amy’s first cousin and Daniel Lyndon’s brother. And if she remembered correctly, Amy thought he was kind of a jerk.

         Although really, the words “man” and “jerk” were interchangeable in Courtney’s book. Since she’d already had her fill of jerks today, she started to do a one-eighty when he said, “Don’t go.” He had a seductively deep, velvet voice.

         She froze. Guys with seductive, velvet voices were one of her weaknesses. Every guy she’d ever met with a velvet voice had turned out to be a major player. And Matt Lyndon’s reputation preceded him.

         “You’re the wedding planner, aren’t you?” he asked. “A situation like today’s must be difficult. For what it’s worth, I thought the reception room looked particularly nice. I liked the purple flowers.”

         “Dahlias,” she said without thinking and pressed her lips together. She shouldn’t encourage him.

         Like every player she’d ever met, the guy knew better than to use a standard pickup line. Instead he’d opened with a compliment that showed how much he was interested in what she did for a living. Maybe she should tell the guy that his cousin Amy was responsible for the flower arrangements.

         Nah, maybe not. Maybe she’d wait to shoot him down. So instead of leaving him there on the portico, she turned and strolled in his direction. Predictably, his eyes sparked, and a smile touched his lips. He was handsome, she’d give him that. But then all of the Lyndon men were handsome.

         “This is such a nice spot,” he said, his voice as smooth and easy as a shot of Maker’s Mark. He was a cool customer, completely at ease. And she gave him points for hitting on her. He was young, maybe twenty-five. And she was much older. It had been a while since anyone—young or old—had so much as catcalled.

         Not that she enjoyed catcalls. But still, a woman in her mid-thirties enjoyed being hit on now and again. She purposefully ran her hand through her hair, just to see what he would do. Any player worth his salt would interpret that as a come-on.

         He stood up and intercepted Courtney, getting close enough for her to smell his woodsy aftershave. “I imagine the inn is a great place for couples to get away for a weekend,” he said. “It’s probably a drag for a person like you. I mean, where do you go for a getaway?”

         Oh brother, Matt Lyndon was so obvious. He was testing to see if she was available. She gave him a coquettish smile, which he mirrored. “I’m afraid I work too hard to get away on weekends. Besides, I hate leaving my cat alone, you know?”

         She didn’t have a cat. But letting him think she did was like waving a piece of raw meat in front of a tiger. A woman who would stay home with her cat was automatically unattached. He knew the code as well as she did.

         “So, do they make you wear black to work?” he asked. “It’s not really your color, although the shape of that dress is nice. You look kind of hot in it.”

         Uh-huh, there it was, the little passive-aggressive remark designed to send the message that he wasn’t desperate, had standards, and maybe if she was nice to him, he would show her a good time. “Thanks,” she said, as if she didn’t actually know the steps to this dance.

         “So you look like a fun person, Courtney. The kind who likes to get out and party, you know? Have a little casual fun.”

         Casual fun. Like a hookup with no strings attached. At least he was an honest player, she’d give him that. She had no use for players who led a girl on. She said nothing in response to his come-on. She simply turned her back on him and took a couple of steps toward the inn’s front door. Then she stopped and looked over her shoulder with what she hoped was a classic come-hither look.

         He grinned. “So, do you have anything planned for after work? Since there’s no wedding, maybe we could get away somewhere for drinks or something?”

         There it was, the classic close.

         She wondered if Matt understood the cruelty of his little game. Probably not. He undoubtedly thought that if he used the word “casual,” it would absolve him of any damage he might do to any woman who crossed his path.

         She turned and faced him head on. “No thanks, Matthew. I know a player when I see one. Oh, and one other thing, you can tell Brandon that I intend to take his ex-fiancée under my wing and teach her exactly how to recognize players like you and heartbreakers like him. And I hope to God she never has to suffer another humiliation at the hands of a man ever again.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         It’s time to get up.”

         Laurie cracked her eye and then immediately squeezed it shut. Someone had pulled the curtains back, and the damn sun shone through the big double-hung window like a torture device. Why the hell had it stopped raining anyway? Her head throbbed, but this wasn’t one of her killer migraines, thank God. It was merely a basic hangover with a chaser of life-shattering grief.

         “Come on, you need to eat.” Mom’s voice had that steely quality to it, and despite Mom’s tears last night, this morning she was dry-eyed.

         That was Mom. Her life zigzagged from one emotional disaster to another. She had tons of practice getting over crap with the help of various therapies from classic psychoanalytic to cognitive behavioral. She was self-aware and more than happy to expound on the deeper meaning of life, even though she was totally lost and without any real direction.

         Laurie burrowed deeper into the bed and pulled the pillow over her head. She didn’t want to get up. She didn’t want to eat. She didn’t want to face the world. Damn. If she’d been smarter, she would have bypassed the champagne and gotten Jessica to drive her home. She raised her head and checked the digital clock on the bedside table.

         Too late to catch the flight to Bermuda.

         Laurie pushed her hair out of her eyes and looked up at Mom, a vision in black-and-white polka dots that probably came from Bergdorf Goodman. The dress was so New Yorker-comes-to-Virginia.

         That was Mom, all right, a New Yorker born and bred. Dad had temporarily transplanted her to D.C., but when their marriage dissolved, Mom moved back to Manhattan, taking ten-year-old Laurie with her. Despite years of living there, Laurie had never become a New Yorker. She detested the city.

         So when she turned eighteen, she came back “home” to attend George Washington University in the nation’s capital. She’d been living in D.C. for the last ten years.

         “Come on,” Mom said in that mommy voice of hers. “I know you would rather hide, but it’s better to get up, take a shower, and dress for brunch.”

         “Brunch? Really?” Laurie’s voice sounded vaguely frog-like, a sign that she was dehydrated from the champagne, hurling, and eventual dry heaves.

         “It’s Sunday, sweetie. And you have to eat. I thought we’d brunch at the Red Fern Inn.”

         “I don’t want brunch. I’ll get room service.”

         “It’s too late for that. You’ve missed the inn’s breakfast, and they don’t have room service.”

         As usual, Mom focused on the practicality of things instead of Laurie’s desire not to have brunch at all.

         “I’m sorry, sweetie. We decided to let you sleep,” Mom added in a compassionate tone.

         “Who’s ‘we’?”

         “Not your father, that’s for sure. You’ll be pleased to know that I sent him back to Washington. Honestly, the man is impossible. But you should know that he was so furious yesterday that it took Charles, Jamie, and Mark Lyndon to calm him down. I’m afraid they plied him with a lot of bourbon. He was very grumpy at breakfast this morning.” Mom leaned over the bed, and Laurie noticed the glass of water in her hand. “I’ve got Tylenol for your headache.”

         Resistance was futile so Laurie pushed herself up from the pillows and discovered that her headache wasn’t really all that bad after all. And she was definitely sober, which was a pity. She would have to do something about that.

         She took the Tylenol anyway, mostly to give Mom a sense of accomplishment. “Do they have mimosas at the Red Fern?”

         Mom glared at her. “The old adage about hair of the dog has been scientifically proven wrong, you know.”

         Laurie nodded, but an hour later, she and Mom sat in the tap room at the Red Fern Inn sipping a couple of spicy Bloody Marys. The dark room, with its stone walls, heavy beams, and heart-of-pine flooring suited Laurie’s mood. Plus it was late for brunch and the crowd was pretty thin, which meant she didn’t have to run into anyone she knew.

         Not that she knew many people in Shenandoah Falls, since she’d moved here only a month ago. She and Brandon had bought a run-down fixer-upper. Laurie could certainly see the potential of the house, but if she’d had her way, they would have purchased a two-bedroom condo in the new complex down Route 7, closer to Winchester.

         Actually, now that she thought about it, if she’d been totally free to make her own decisions, she would have taken the associate professor job at the University of Michigan. In which case she’d be sitting in beautiful Ann Arbor right now. Instead, she’d taken the far less prestigious job at Winchester University just twenty minutes away. She’d made that sacrifice so Brandon could join his father’s law firm, Lyndon, Lyndon & Kopp.

         Her throat thickened. It took a gargantuan effort to swallow down the tomato juice and vodka. Damn him. Damn him to hell and back again. She took several deep breaths and shoved the overwhelming crap to the back corner of her mind. She could do this. She could make it through this meal without crumbling. She opened the menu and tried to focus. The Red Fern offered no less than seven different varieties of eggs Benedict.

         Decisions, decisions. Would she go traditional, or try the Eggs Benedict Huevos Rancheros, or maybe even the Eggs Benedict Cumberbatch? No, nix the Benedict Cumberbatch eggs, they were definitely out of her league. Traditional, then. Not that there was any doubt really. Laurie just liked to pretend to be adventurous.

         She was so engrossed in the menu that she practically jumped when Pam Lyndon showed up at the table looking like royalty in a dark gray pencil skirt and a cornflower blue tweed jacket that buttoned up the front with a Mandarin collar.

         “Hello,” she said. “I know you both probably want to be left alone, but I was just finishing brunch with some of the members of the Harvest Festival steering committee when I saw you come in. I wanted to tell you both how sorry I am about yesterday.” Pam cocked her head like a curious dog and inspected Laurie out of a pair of keen blue eyes that matched her jacket. “Laurie, I want you to know that the doors of Charlotte’s Grove will always be open for you. After all these years, I feel as if you’re part of the family,” she said as she pulled up a chair. “I will truly miss you if you don’t stay in touch. And, darlin’, I know this is a sensitive subject. But I don’t want to see you crawl away in some hole.”

         “You should listen to her,” Mom said.

         Laurie said nothing because right now all she wanted was to find a nice dark secluded place to lie down and assume the fetal position.

         “Darlin’,” Pam said. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but the best thing you can do for yourself is to pick yourself up and just go on without Brandon as if nothing has happened. I know he’s shaken your self-esteem, but you can’t let him know that. He says he wants you to go see other people, and in my opinion, you should do it. In fact, if you like, I’d be happy to set you up with one of my nephews. You and Daniel have a lot in common. Both of you have had terrible wedding disasters. And of course, you and Andrew are already friends.”

         Oh great, just what she needed, a date with some guy who also got left at the altar. And how could she date Brandon’s best friend? No thanks. Escape wasn’t an option so she looked Pam in the eye. “Thank you, Mrs. Lyndon, really. But I’m not ready to date anyone.”

         Pam stood up and patted her shoulder. “Of course you aren’t. But give it a few days. If you change your mind, give me a call. Now that you’ve moved to town, we shouldn’t be strangers.”

         “Thanks,” Laurie said.

         “I heard that you bought a house in town.”

         “Yes, on Rice Street.”

         Pam’s frown spoke volumes. Laurie already knew that her house wasn’t in the fashionable section of town. But Brandon had big plans for fixing it up and selling it for a bundle in a few years when the neighborhood started to improve. That plan was up in smoke too. Damn. She couldn’t continue to co-own the house with Brandon. She’d have to sell it.

         “Well, I should be going. Darlin’, please keep in touch,” Pam said, her smile fixed.

         “Sure,” Laurie said in a pinched voice.

         When Pam’s back was turned, Laurie picked up her drink and took three or four swallows just to kill the sudden emotional and financial pain.

         “Sorry about that. You know this is going to be hard,” Mom said, once Pam was out of earshot, “but Pam is right. It’s like riding a horse. When you’re thrown, you just have to climb back on. You’ll survive. I’m here to help you do that. And I think the first thing we should do is make a list.”

         Laurie was a supremely good list maker. She’d made it through the last year of wedding planning, house shopping, and job hunting with multiple lists. And she’d already started a list of all the things she wanted done to her fixer-upper. Now it looked as if she needed to make a list of the things she had to do to get over her relationship with Brandon.

         Couldn’t she just wallow in the pain for a while? Maybe spend the next five days—days when she should have been in Bermuda soaking up sun—wearing her pajamas and eating Ben and Jerry’s Chubby Hubby ice cream?

         No, she couldn’t. And the first item on her list would have to be ditching the Chubby Hubby and developing a new relationship with something else, like Empower Mint or Chocolate Therapy. She took another sip of her drink—a smaller one this time. The vodka was starting to take the edge off.

         “I think the first thing we should do is take you to New York for some shopping. I don’t want you spending the next five days on your couch eating ice cream. Is that clear?”

         Mom knew her so well.

         Laurie finished her drink and waggled her empty glass at the passing waitress, who nodded. Then she turned back toward her mother. “I don’t need retail therapy,” she said. “Besides, I don’t like taking Dad’s money. You know that. I want to stand on my own two feet. That’s why Brandon and I chose a short honeymoon in Bermuda.” Her voice wobbled. She should be there right now.

         “Your father and I have only your best interests in mind, and we don’t mind spending money on you. In my opinion, you need more than just a shopping trip. You need a total makeover.”

         “Mom, please…”

         “Sweetie, you do. It’s terrible when a man lets you down. Take it from me. The first thing I did for my self-esteem after your dad and I split was to get a little work done, you know?”

         Yes, Laurie knew. Mom had had more than a little work done; she’d had the whole middle-age lift package from her boobs to her butt.
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