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You are cordially invited to the doomed wedding of Tessa and Graham.


Forget wedding vows, best-man speeches and romantic ‘I dos’. Expect utter hilarity, stolen kisses, and non-stop mischief …


When a perfectionist and a troublemaker have to stick together in Amanda Berry’s The Wedding Planner: Flirting With Disaster, more than sparks fly …


In Shawntelle Madison’s The Maid Of Honour: Lovers In Lockdown, two best friends trapped in a wine cellar decide to sample the wine – and each other …


Covering up the groom’s many misdeeds forces the best man to choose between loyalty and the love of a wedding singer in Stephanie Draven’s The Best Man: Sex, Lies And Karmic Catastrophe.


And finally, a runaway bride, a hunky caterer and a stolen wedding cake hit the road in a hijacked van in Jeannie Lin’s The Bride: Love On The Run.
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The Wedding Planner: Flirting With Disaster


Amanda Berry




This story is dedicated to my husband of sixteen years. If anything went wrong at our wedding, I either don’t remember or no one has told me yet.




Chapter One


5½ hours until ceremony


“This wedding is doomed,” Julie Winter’s assistant said.


Julie turned from the service entrance of Briarwood Manor to ask, “What do you mean doomed?”


“Nothing is going right today.” Stacey’s knuckles were white on her clipboard. A dark curl had already escaped her bun to make her look even more frazzled. “The wedding dress has so many wrinkles, it looks like it went through a trash compactor. And the caterer just called to say he’s lost.”


Julie took a deep breath, reminding herself that meticulous planning could prevent and control even the biggest of disasters. She lived by these words. For the past six months she’d been planning the Downing-Underwood wedding at Briarwood Manor in the mountains of Colorado, the perfect setting for a perfect wedding. She had covered everything from contingency plans for bad weather to what to do for a torn hem. No matter what happened, Julie was prepared for anything this wedding could throw at her. Every little wrinkle just gave her the chance to iron it out and shine. And no matter what, the bride wouldn’t know about any of them.


“One thing at a time.” Julie studied the flowers as the delivery guy unloaded them. “First off, breathe. We’ll get through this together. The steamer is in my car. Take it to the bridal suite and work on the wedding dress.”


“What about the caterer?” Poor Stacey looked like she was about to cry. “He has the food and the cake.”


Julie plucked a brown leaf off one of the flowers and held it up with extreme prejudice. The florist delivery guy gave her a shrug before continuing into the kitchen. Staying calm and in control was the only way to help Stacey right now. “Make sure he has the right directions. If necessary send someone out to meet him and lead him in. He still has plenty of time to make it here and set up for the reception.”


“I don’t know how you do this without developing an ulcer.” Stacey breathed a sigh and glanced at her checklist on the clipboard, begun months ago at the initial meeting with the bride.


“I have Tums if you feel an ulcer coming on. Perfection is worth the price of admission.” Even if that meant never having a steady relationship herself while she built up her reputation as a wedding planner. Julie started toward the front entrance near the driveway, determined that the only memories the bride and groom would walk away with would be happy ones. “Have we alerted the Briarwood staff who to watch for?”


Stacey hurried to keep up. “We have tissues for the ushers to carry. The whiskey has been locked in the wine cellar. Apparently the father of the groom isn’t the only mean drunk on whiskey. The lead singer of the band for the reception knows the best friend of—”


“Gossip?” Julie gave Stacey a disapproving look. They needed to stay on track and get things prepared. It wasn’t their place to comment on the family or friends of the wedding party.


Stacey blushed and looked away. “Sorry. Status. I plan to monitor the reception to make sure Aunt Bea doesn’t take all the wedding favors. The band is aware of the break-dancing nephew and microphone-grabbing uncle. That leaves one thing …”


“Uncle Seth.” Julie paused and straightened the turned-up lapel of Stacey’s peach suit jacket. The challenge was half of the fun. If everything went off without a hitch, her job was done, but she really got to shine when there was something to fix. “Leave him to me.”


“We always save the best one for you.” Stacey gave her a relieved smile.


“He should arrive with the rest of the family for photos, which gives me plenty of time to make sure everything else is in place. I’ll go check the stock in the wine cellar and alert the bartenders that we have an overachiever.” Julie turned on her heel and headed to the kitchen, intent on verifying the champagne would be chilled on time and the wine cellar was properly stocked before Uncle Seth arrived and her babysitting duties started.


The most important part of her job was crisis management. Whether it was keeping the break-dancing nephew from taking out the entire wedding party on the dance floor or making sure the kleptomaniac aunt didn’t walk away with the silver, at every wedding there were people to be managed. Including the inevitable drunk relation, who made inappropriate speeches or grabbed the catering staffs’ butts. This time it was drunk Uncle Seth.


She’d met a hundred guys like him and knew exactly what to expect. He would be in his forties or fifties with a beer belly, an obnoxious laugh, and a lewd comment about everything. Not her favorite job, especially with the handsy ones, but a necessary evil to deal with for the sake of the wedding.


As she walked down the thick timber stairs into the basement, the air felt cooler than the warmth of the early summer air outside and had that distinct old, earthy, damp scent.


She rounded the corner in the basement and saw the wine cellar’s massive wooden door propped open. The rattling of bottles surprised her.


“Hello?” Julie called out.


“Hello?” a rich masculine tenor answered from inside the wine cellar.


As she walked around the wooden door, she said, “Do you need any—”


The man had his back toward the door and was bent over one of the bottles, giving her the perfect view of his well-sculpted backside covered by black tux pants. His white dress shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. “… help?” she finished, not sure what she’d walked into.


She’d met all the staff prior to dispersing them to their jobs, and though Julie didn’t make a habit of checking out their butts, she was fairly certain she would have remembered this one. Even his back had muscles noticeably rippling under the white cotton as he lifted bottles to look at them. Her eyes caught on the bold, black lines of a tattoo etched into the tanned skin on his arm disappearing beneath the rolled cuff.


When he straightened and turned, she involuntarily took a step back. Whoa. She’d always had a thing for guys in tuxes, but even without his jacket, this man had the whole package. His sandy blond hair was cut short and neat on the sides with the top in artful disarray.


Handsome didn’t begin to describe his face. It was almost pretty with an unmistakable masculinity. But it was his eyes that captivated her. Cerulean blue surrounded by dark eyelashes. When he smiled at her, his eyes seemed to smile as well.


“Sorry, just taking stock.” His crooked smile made her heart skip slightly.


Shaking herself mentally, she stepped forward. “I thought the inventory had already been done this morning.”


Julie pulled out her iPhone and clicked her email to check. A warning showed no service. She wasn’t surprised. The basement wasn’t the only place on the grounds that got spotty cellular reception.


“I’m not taking inventory.” He held up a bottle of red and read the label. “Chateau Lafite Rothschild 1996, Pauillac. Hmmm … four names, must be prestigious … looks expensive.” As he turned it over, he added, “I’m surprised there aren’t price tags on these.”


Julie could feel the wrinkles forming between her eyebrows. “I’m sorry, but are you a member of the staff here at the manor? I don’t remember seeing you.”


She was certain she’d remember those eyes if they’d met before. Not to mention those muscled arms and broad shoulders. Had it gotten hot in the cellar all of a sudden?


He set the wine back on the rack and crossed over to the other side. “I don’t work here.”


“Then what are you doing down here?” Julie stayed perfectly still as he moved closer to her. Even her breath caught in her throat. She didn’t feel threatened. Just confused.


He stopped about a foot away and pulled another bottle from the shelf. Again he read from the label, “R. Navarre Pineau des Charentes Vieux. Do you think the pen-drawn house makes it more expensive? You don’t see many houses on beer bottles, but beer won’t cost you two hundred dollars a bottle either.”


Julie pulled herself up to her full five foot seven—well, nine if you counted her sensible two-inch heels. “I’m sorry, sir, but guests aren’t allowed to be down here.”


He glanced at her sideways. “What makes you think I’m a guest?”


The man had yet to give her a straight answer. Wedding guests could be frustrating but they rarely pushed her buttons. This guy, though, was hitting them all. Which was causing her to lose the cool she worked so hard to maintain on these occasions. Added to that, some of those buttons were way too interested in him. He was charming and handsome. As a rule, she never mixed work and pleasure. Work was why she was here and work was what she intended to do. She put on her hostess smile. “Perhaps if you told me who you are, we could get you to where you need to be.”


He set the bottle down on the shelf and turned to face her. She had to lift her chin to look him in the eyes, which was a mistake. He had gorgeous eyes that she could spend all day staring into, picking out the different shades of blues and searching for hints of gold, brown, or green. Heat rose in her body. When had he gotten so close?


His smile was downright wicked. “Maybe you should tell me who you are and I can tell you where you should be.”


Something fluttered deep in her stomach. Her fascination with this man was irritating. The sooner she set him right, the better. “My name is Julie Winter. I’m the wedding planner. If you aren’t a guest or staff, I’ll ask you again, who are you and what are you doing in the wine cellar?”


She gave him her best I’m-in-charge look, which never failed to put someone back in their place.


His grin grew wider. She tried to stand her ground, but he was so close that he was starting to turn her brain into mush. The heat from his body must be why the temperature seemed to grow even hotter. As she backed up a step, her foot thwacked into a box. Her momentum caused her knees to bend. Off balance and starting to fall, she tried to reach out to grab the wall but came up empty-handed.


The man stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her far too close to his body. The air whooshed out of her. The press of his chest and stomach was firm and hard, sending ripples of pleasure down her back. She doubted he had an ounce of fat on him. His arms were solid around her, as if he’d never let her fall.


Julie almost wished she’d ended up sprawled on the floor as the impact of his body on her mental state had to be worse than a bruise on her backside. Her already accelerated heartbeat ratcheted up a notch.


“I’ve got you,” he said softly. Her face heated.


“Thank you. I’m good now.” Once she was steady, she put her hands against his chest and gave him a gentle shove.


He released her, but his hands lingered a little longer than necessary on her waist. Shivers tickled up her spine. She ducked her head to regain her composure.


“Anytime,” he said.


She glanced up at the laughter in his voice, but his eyes just twinkled at her. Smoothing her hands over her plum skirt and pulling her suit jacket straight, she put her shoulders back. “Did you put the carton there?”


“To hold open the door. Not to make you fall into my arms. That was just a side bonus.”


He moved around her and bent to lift the box.


Her eyes focused on his arms again. What the hell was she doing? A professional wedding planner didn’t ogle guests at a wedding. As he lifted the box, the fact registered that the door was closing.


“Wait!” She charged into him as he tried to back up. “Don’t let the door close.”


Before the heavy door swung shut, he caught it with his foot and glanced over his shoulder. “Afraid to be alone with me?”


“Don’t be ridiculous. The inside handle sticks sometimes. While I’m sure you’re a pleasant person to spend an hour or so with, I have a million things to do.”


“With a comment like that, I’m almost tempted to let the door close to find out what you had in mind for the next hour or so.”


The heat rose in her cheeks as she stepped back. “I don’t even know your name.”


“That’s easy enough. But you have to promise me something first.” The devilish glint in his eyes should have warned her that this guy didn’t ask for the type of promises she wanted to make. But he seemed harmless enough. He hadn’t dished out anything she couldn’t slap away.


“Okay.” It’s not like she wouldn’t find out who he was if he turned out to be a guest, but if it got her out of his company and gave her time to cool down and restore her focus, it would probably be worth it. Besides, his smile said troublemaker. She went through her mental list of troublemakers, but couldn’t come up with one in his late twenties.


“Let me put this box down. Would you hold the door please?”


“Of course.” She moved around him, careful not to touch him, and leaned against the door, pushing it open farther.


He headed toward the corner to add it to a stack of boxes. With him away from her, she drew in a deep breath to steady herself. Her mind started to work. She needed to get back upstairs and make sure everything went according to plan. The groomsmen and officiant should be here by now. Everyone needed to be checked for wrinkles. Her steamer should still be on in the master bedroom, where the bride was getting ready with her mother and maid of honor. With family arriving, Julie needed to put a face with the troublemakers’ names.


“Hey, where’d you go?” The man waved his hand in front of her eyes.


“I’m here.” She shrugged and focused on his face. This was a typical occurrence. Even when she wasn’t working, she was working. Every restaurant had the potential for some wedding dinner. Every outing became a possible site visit for photos or the ceremony. Weddings were her life. “I have things that need to get done.”


“Then I’ll make this quick.” He winked and her heart jumped in her chest, centering her firmly in this moment. “Save me a dance.”


“What?” That was the last thing she’d thought he’d ask.


“At the reception. Save me a dance and I’ll tell you my name.” That wicked twinkle was in his eyes again.


“I’m sorry. I’m sure you’re a lovely dancer, but I don’t dance at clients’ weddings.” Pushing back the door, she held it open for him to exit.


He laughed and moved closer. His hand came to rest on the door next to her head, taking the weight off her back. “I’m sure they wouldn’t mind. Make an exception.”


Her breath caught on his scent, like incense burning in a dimly lit bedroom. It made her knees weaken. The sooner she got away from him, the better. “How about I try to fit you in my schedule?”


Her gaze followed his other hand as he leaned it against the door on the other side of her head, trapping her. “Schedules aren’t fun.”


“I wouldn’t come to your work and ask you to dance with me.” She held her chin steady even as her hands pressed against the door. The way he was leaning in … Would he actually try to kiss her?


“I wish you would.” His tone deepened and his crooked smile hit her core.


Escape was the only option. She shifted out from under his arms and into the hallway. “We’ll see, but only if you tell me your name and purpose here.”


“I didn’t know wedding planner equaled wedding police.” He stepped closer to her. The door closed behind him, taking the light from the wine cellar away and leaving them in the dim lighting of the hallway. “But who am I to deny a pretty woman? Seal it with a kiss?”


She laughed. “How about a handshake and a name?”


He held out his hand and she took it. “Well, Julie Winter, my name is Seth Downing. I’m probably on one of your lists as Uncle Seth and I’m here to make sure at least one thing goes wrong with this wedding.”




Chapter Two


Seth left the particularly cute wedding planner with her particularly cute mouth dropped open and climbed the steps to the kitchen. Julie Winter was one tightly strung lady. With her dark hair pulled back into a knot, her light blue eyes seemed huge in her fragile face. And though her outfit was all business, he’d felt her soft curves when he’d stopped her from crashing to the ground. As he topped the steps, he did his best not turn back for one last look, confident that he could feel her glare burn his back.


“Oh no, you don’t.” Her voice echoed up from the cellar. He didn’t stop the grin that lifted his lips.


Surely, she’d heard the stories of the wedding disasters he’d left in his wake. His brothers and sister were all twenty years older than him. He’d been his parents’ surprise baby. Growing up with nieces and nephews that were around his age made them feel more like cousins. At every one of their weddings so far, he’d managed to give them the one thing a gift from the store couldn’t: the realization that a perfect wedding does not make for a perfect marriage.


As a lawyer, he’d seen too many couples come to him for a divorce because they expected everything to be perfection from the very beginning. No one could be perfect all the time. If they could handle a disastrous wedding, they could handle anything as a married couple.


The stairs led into the massive kitchen, which was industrial rather than historic like the rest of the house. Knowing she’d catch up eventually, he leaned against one of the freezer doors to wait for her.


She topped the stairs and her eyes scanned the room before settling on him. Her mouth was set in a tight line. He could sense the tension coming from her. “What are you up to?”


“Is that any way to talk to an invited guest?” Seth didn’t bother to hold back his grin.


“You shouldn’t even be here yet. Family isn’t due to arrive until pictures in three hours.”


He shoved away from the freezer and scoped out the kitchen. He kind of liked the way her cheeks flushed when she was aggravated. And apparently he aggravated her just by being here. The food hadn’t arrived yet. For a reception that was happening in a few hours, the kitchen was deserted except for the two of them.


“Excuse me, but where do you think you are going?” She stepped in his way.


He stopped. “We already have plans for a dance later, but if you want to occupy some of your downtime …”


She didn’t even bat an eye and in an even, deadpan voice, she said, “I suppose you are going to rock my world.”


Now this was the type of reaction he liked. “Only if you ask nicely.”


She rolled her eyes. “So far, asking you anything has gotten me nowhere.”


“I could definitely take you somewhere if you want.”


“Please—”


“I like it when you beg.”


She pinned him with a glare. “Why are you early?”


He straightened his bow tie and winked. “I’m an usher.”


“No, you’re not.” She shook her head in disbelief.


He took a step toward her and she retreated a step, but kept that chin high. He’d planned to arrive with his parents. Now he was glad his cousin was sick. He would have missed meeting the lovely wedding planner. “My cousin got sick and I’m the only one who wears the same size tux.”


“Lucky us,” she muttered, and then straightened. “You won’t ruin this wedding.”


“Who said anything about ruining it?” He grinned when she opened her mouth to tell him off. “I said I’m going to make sure something goes wrong. Huge difference.”


“Maybe making things go wrong is what you do for a living, but my job is to make this day go off without a hitch.”


“People come to me all the time when things go wrong.”


“I suppose you’re a bartender and help people drink away their woes.” If she could look down on him, he figured she would.


“As a matter of fact, I deal with marriages, just like you.” He took another step toward her, just to watch her back up again. He hadn’t had this much fun in a long time.


“I doubt that.”


He raised his eyebrow and braced himself for the pitchforks and torches to come out. A woman like her had to be all happy about marriages. She only dealt with the pretty beginnings and he dealt with the messy endings. “I’m a divorce lawyer.”


Her mouth formed a perfect “o” before she snapped it shut. “So, what? Is this your way of drumming up business?”


He rubbed the back of his neck and met her eyes. “Trust me. Business is fine.”


Marriage seemed like a leap of faith to him. Sometimes you made it and other times you fell flat on your face.


Her phone vibrated. She glanced down at it and then over his shoulder. He could almost see the wheels turning in that pretty head of hers. Finally, she shrugged. “Okay. You win.”


That wiped the smile off his face. No one gave up that easy, and here he’d been looking forward to a challenge. “Okay?”


“It’s not like I can follow you around all day.” She gave a sigh. “I suppose you gotta do what you gotta do …”


That made a little sense, but he still wasn’t buying what she was selling. He’d faced some pretty determined people in court and usually when they gave in on something, they expected something in return. It’s a trap.


“Look.” She leaned in. “I’ve got somewhere I have to be right now. Could you do me a huge favor?”


She all but batted her eyes at him. If she kept looking at him that way and asked him to kill a man, he probably would. Her eyes were the color of the mountain sky. He caught just a hint of floral scent from her hair and almost leaned in to breathe it deeply.


“Seth?”


When did her voice get all husky? Who cared if it was a trap? If she kept talking to him like that he might have to drag her back down to the wine cellar to get locked in for a while. He nodded. “What do you need?”


Her smile was bewitching. Her fingers played with the little heart pendant lying on her exposed neckline. “The most important part of today’s ceremony is the butterfly release. The bride was adamant that she needed fifty butterflies released during the ceremony. The problem is someone has to go wake them up to make sure they don’t just fall out of the box dead when it’s opened. I was supposed to go do that now, but …”


“Butterflies?” Okay, that didn’t sound the least bit plausible, but how was he supposed to know. He’d never heard of butterflies at a wedding before.


She shrugged and his attention went down her neckline. “Who knows why brides want the things they want. All I know is that I’m here to supply the perfect day. And perfect for Tessa is butterflies.”


She reached up and laid her hand across his cheek. His skin tingled where she touched him.


“Can I count on you to wake up the butterflies?” It was like she was asking him to go to war for her.


Those dark lashes batted over those light eyes and he was a goner. He’d always been a sucker for a pretty woman.


“Where are they?”


Her pink lips curved into a smile. “Up in the attic. We had to find somewhere really dark, so they’d sleep until the ceremony. Just go up the front stairs and there’s a door at the end of the hallway. Those stairs will lead to the attic. Make sure to keep the lights dim though. We want to wake them, not let them escape.”


“And if I do this for you?” His gaze dropped to her parted lips.


She fixed the collar of his shirt. Her fingers grazed his neck and sent jolts of desire through his body. She lifted her gaze to his. “I’d be really grateful.”


4½ hours until ceremony


Julie couldn’t help smiling to herself as she checked on the reception hall preparations.


Butterflies. She chuckled to herself. He had been so eager to please her, but it was likely a ruse. The man was a ticking time bomb waiting for the right opportunity to explode. It was her job to keep him from finding that opportunity. While she wouldn’t go to such lengths normally, Seth was a fairly unique situation. She’d been concerned about a balding, middle-aged Uncle Seth running around grabbing asses. Instead, she had the devil himself charming the pants off every woman he met.


The staff of the lodge buzzed around her like busy bees, setting up the reception space in the lovely Conservatory Ballroom. With the ceremony on the expansive lawn, moving from cocktails in the garden to the reception in this breathtaking room would be superb.


Julie glanced at her watch. It was almost time for her to meet the ushers and go over their duties. She probably should have reminded Seth about the meeting, but if he stayed up in the attic searching for those butterflies, she definitely wouldn’t be disappointed by a no-show.


Outside a trellis had been set up near the small gazebo for the vows. The wedding musician would be in the gazebo. Bright summer flowers covered everything. The white chairs were decorated with huge light-blue bows.


Two men in black tuxedos waited for her. But no Seth.


“Good morning, gentlemen,” Julie said as she approached. “Graham told me both of you have been ushers before?”


“Yes, ma’am,” the older one said. He glanced behind her and smiled. “Hey, Uncle Seth.”


Julie felt like she was on top of a mountain without oxygen as she turned to face her adversary. Seth had his jacket thrown over his shoulder, hooked on a finger. His sleeves were still rolled up and his bow tie was undone. He appeared as if he’d partied all night and not like he’d just arrived at a wedding. If only his face and hair looked like he were up all night, instead of his looking perfectly alert and handsome.


He stopped in front of her with that cocky grin. “Reporting for duty.”


Dust streaked down the side of one of his pant legs. She coughed to cover up the smirk that was forming and made a mental note to have Stacey give him a lint roller. When he smiled at her, her heart skipped a beat. She didn’t need her assistant falling for this charmer. Better to send a man with the lint roller.


“How are the butterflies?” She managed to keep a straight face and matter-of-fact tone.


He stepped closer and his eyes narrowed slightly. “Funny thing that. There are no butterflies.”


“No butterflies?” She scrunched up her nose, pretending to think. “You know, now that I think about it. That was the Carter-Anderson wedding.” She gave him a sympathetic look, while mentally adding a notch to her side of the scoreboard. Wedding planner one, divorce lawyer zero. “I hope you didn’t look long.”


“Actually, the attic was full of fascinating artifacts.” He rocked back on his heels. “Did you know that someone went through a stuffed bird phase?”


Her heart sank. She’d thought the attic would be empty.


“It’s rather unfortunate that the poor things are stuck up in the attic collecting dust. And since you said the bride insisted on butterflies, I figured these birds have wings …”


“Aren’t you so very clever?” She kept her voice light. “But we really don’t need the birds since Tessa didn’t want butterflies to begin with.” Julie glanced at the two young men waiting for her instructions.


“I wanted to show that I had initiative.”


Julie wanted to smack her head at the cocky tone of his voice. Why did she send him into the attic? What if he …? He couldn’t have.


“So I spruced up the place with a few birds here and a few there …”


Oh my God, he did. She felt as if an eagle had landed on her chest. She composed her face into what she hoped wasn’t a panicked smile and swallowed hard before saying, “How nice of you.”


“I do what I can.”


“Oh, I’m sure you do.” Her mind raced, while on the outside she played it cool. She’d have to check everywhere for those freaking birds. “I should send someone around to clean them, so if you’ll just tell me—”


“No problem.” He stepped closer and met her eyes. “I cleaned them before I put them up.”


“What if they aren’t in the right spot? As the wedding planner—”


“You have more to worry about than a few strategically placed stuffed birds. They really add something … creative to the space.”


Of course, he would think that. “Perhaps, but what if they clash with the colors?”


“When have birds clashed with anything? They are natural creatures, who are graceful and beautiful. Especially that one … I think it was called a turkey vulture. Gorgeous creature. Bald, long neck—”


“You put a stuffed turkey vulture somewhere in my wedding.” She could feel the rage rising like a furnace through her body.


“I didn’t know you were getting married. Mazel tov!”


“You know what I mean. Where did you put the bird?” Wanting to wring his neck to get him to confess, she clenched her fists at her sides and stepped forward.


“Somewhere you’ll never find it.”


She’d make him eat that cocky grin of his. “Do you really think the bride will appreciate a turkey vulture at her wedding?”


He smiled and shrugged with his devil-may-care attitude. “As long as it isn’t eating roadkill—”


“Are you kidding me?”


The smile slipped off his face. Finally! “At least I didn’t send you to wake up butterflies.”


“Because I wouldn’t have gone.” She threw her hands up in the air. “Who ever heard of having to wake up butterflies?”


“How would I know? I don’t mess around with butterflies. Who thought butterflies were fun to throw at weddings?”


“You don’t throw them. You release them for the pictures. It can be quite lovely.”


“But there are no butterflies!”


Suddenly Julie noticed how close they were standing. They were practically in each other’s faces. She searched his eyes. She’d seen that shade of blue in a brochure: the color of a tropical ocean lapping gently against the white sand. The sudden thought made her breath stop. Whoa. He was just like every other guy in a tux. Just because he smelled really, really good and was at least a nine on the hotness scale—she couldn’t bring herself to give him a ten, because that would make him perfect, which he most certainly wasn’t—didn’t mean that he was any more fascinating or attractive than the others.


Warmth flooded her. She needed space but she didn’t want to be the one to back down. She searched her mind for something, anything, to say. They were both breathing quickly as if they’d run a race. His gaze flicked down to her lips and she felt them part in response. Enough of that.


“Thank you. I’m sure the turkey vulture will make a lovely addition to the wedding decorations.” She turned her back on him and faced the two other ushers. “Let me show you where everything is located. Follow me.”


She showed them quickly through the stages of arrival, from dropping off gifts to walking guests to the lawn, pointing out the restrooms and the coat check. As they passed through rooms, she surreptitiously glanced around for birds. She finished in the entranceway.


“Thank you, gentlemen. You should do fine. I’ll see you later.” She referred to her schedule. Not one bird had shown up on their tour, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.


Someone cleared his throat. She knew who it was, she just wished he wasn’t still standing there, but it was better than having to track him down.


Sighing, she lifted her gaze. “May I help you, Mr. Downing?”


“I was just wondering if you liked crows or doves best.” He tapped his lip thoughtfully. “You look like a crow person.”


“I get it. You found lots of birds and hid them everywhere. Hard to believe that you had enough time, but I’ll accept that you had a good time dusting strange fowl.” She needed to get him busy again, but it would have to be something different. Irresistible. According to her schedule, she needed to prepare the bridal party for pictures. “How old are you anyway? Twelve?”


“A little more than twice that.”


“I suppose you are like two twelve-year-olds with all the trouble you make.” She scrunched her nose as she looked down her list of what she should be doing instead of standing here with him. But this was the guy who had wreaked havoc on all his cousins’ weddings.


“I have my reasons.”


She glanced up at his crooked smile. “Whatever lets you sleep at night.”


A text from Stacey buzzed her phone. Photographer’s here.


He craned his neck to see her screen. “Did the butterflies die?”


It was a good thing he was almost cute in his mockery.


“No.” Stashing her phone before he could read the text, she said, “Maintenance just letting me know that they shut off the sprinklers to the lawn, so we should have a dry wedding.”


“That’s good.” He didn’t make any move that would suggest he would go for it, but how could he not? Sprinklers at a lawn wedding was some brilliant stuff. A guy like him couldn’t resist such an easy way to ruin a wedding. Which is why the groom had insisted on having them shut off.


“You won’t tell me where the birds are, will you?”


“Maybe …” He glanced at her lips and smiled.


“My guess is the price will be too high.”


“Depends on which bird you’d like to find.”


“I wish I could spend all day haggling with you over stuffed birds, but I have other things that require my attention.” She raised her eyebrow. If she was going to manage to get any real work done, she couldn’t let him tag along. “Can I count on you to behave for a few minutes while I do my thing?”


“Probably not.”


All she could hope for was that he’d go for her wild-goose chase again. The possibility of him actually succeeding at ruining the wedding before the guests arrived would be fairly low. “That’s what I thought, but I guess someone has to cry uncle sometime.”


“Not exactly what I was hoping you’d cry out. Maybe ‘you sexy beast, you.’”


She rolled her eyes and headed toward the back entrance. As she rounded the corner, she called back, “Behave.”




Chapter Three


Like hell, Seth was going to behave. He had to admit, Julie had gotten to him with the poor, overworked pretty woman trick with the butterflies. He’d never imagined she’d have a devious side. It made him like her more. He wouldn’t underestimate her again and he definitely wasn’t going on some goose chase to find nonexistent sprinklers. She had thrown down the gauntlet with the butterflies. The birds were just the beginning. Now he needed to find something epic.
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