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CHAPTER ONE


The body came in on the noon tide just as the beach wedding reached a critical moment.


*   *   *


Three Days Before the Wedding


“Daryl Anne Blessing, you are the most wonderful maid of honor a bride could ask for,” sobbed my best friend Meg Reilly.


Tears poured from her eyes like spring runoff from Mount Rainier as Meg collapsed in my arms. I staggered back, almost falling down the steps of the motel cottage, shock rippling through me. The paramount duty of a maid of honor is to keep the bride emotionally calm. Until this moment, I thought I was doing that.


Until this moment, I would have agreed with her praise of my maid of honor prowess. My short, black hair and blue eyes—the colors of a dark, calm sea—define my penchant for planning, organizing, and keeping everything on an even keel, and are the perfect foil to Meg’s long fiery hair, flashing green eyes, and propensity for spur-of-the-moment chaos.


The sunny May day promised a warm afternoon, but at 7:00 a.m. in this small seaside town on Puget Sound, the temperature hovered around thirty-nine degrees. Meg was barefoot, her robe knee-length. I eased her out of the cold, damp morning air and back into the room that looked like a cheap Vegas wedding suite.


Possible causes for Meg’s meltdown ran through my mind as I shut the door. Wedding gown, shoes, veil—ordered, arrived, fitting later today. Check. Bridesmaid’s dresses, shoes, jewelry—all distributed. Check. My outfit. Check. Bridal shower—last weekend. Check. Bachelorette party. Tonight. Hmmm. Had the stripper canceled?


No. Wait. Meg said I was wonderful. That meant something else. Something… good? Then why the waterworks? “What’s happened?”


Meg released me, sniffling. “She’s coming.”


If Meg had stabbed me, I would have been less stunned. My heart sank. Of all things good I could imagine happening to, or for, my best friend, her coming to the wedding was not one of them. God knows, I had nothing to do with it. I’d tried every argument I could think of to talk Meg out of inviting her.


I foresaw nothing but disaster in this news. I couldn’t allow that. I had to minimize potential damage, but first I’d need more details, and as long as Meg was sobbing, I wouldn’t get any.


My gaze raced around the compact room, my vision bombarded by every possible honeymooning couple’s fantasy. Hearts and flowers and linked golden bands. Everywhere. I spied a box of tissues on the nightstand and handed one to Meg. I plastered on a smile. The maid of honor’s number one job is to keep the bride emotionally calm. That meant keeping my opinion to myself. “Why are you crying? This is happy news, right?”


Meg daubed at her watery, green eyes, shoved her mop of long, red curls from her splotched face, and offered me a wobbly smile. “I know you’re afraid she’ll hurt me again, but it felt wrong not to invite her. After all, she’s my mother.”


Who ran out on you and your dad when you were eleven! I was there. I’d witnessed the broken child struggling to understand why her mother didn’t want her. I hated that Meg struggled still with that sense of being unwanted that had shaped so many of her life choices.


I lost my dad the same year her mother left, and now a memory swept back. I’d escaped his funeral and its aftermath by stealing away to my favorite spot at the end of the dock. Seagulls cried overhead as though they shared my grief. Meg found me, sat down, and offered me candy and condolences. I’d thanked her, shared a long moment of silence, and then I’d turned to her and said, “You understand, don’t you?”


We were at that awkward age, little girls not quite preteens, naïve about so many things. And yet there lurked something in Meg’s eyes that was too wise for her years. “You mean ’cause we’ve both lost a parent? Yeah, it makes us the same.”


I’d taken her hand, glad of her friendship, but intent on correcting her perception. “Not exactly the same. Your mom can always come home.”


“No,” she’d said, dead certainty in the word. “She won’t. But if your dad could come back he would. He loved you.”


She’d been right about her mother. Tanya had never come home. Never phoned. Never written. But now the bitch was coming to her wedding? My heart wrenched. Even though I wanted to shout down the rafters, my best friend needed me to set aside my animosity and put a positive spin on this. I firmed up my smile, but not one supportive word choked from my constricted throat.


“Every girl wants her mother at her wedding,” Meg said, snuffling. “You’d want Susan at yours.”


Yes, but I wasn’t getting married. I wasn’t even dating. And my mom wasn’t a lying, cheating, family-deserting bitch on wheels. A widow for fifteen years, my mom still lived with her mother-in-law. My parental units put a premium on loyalty. As did I.


As did Meg.


I sighed inwardly. She needed my support now, not bawled out. I summoned courage. Fortitude. A best friend’s twin superpowers at times like these. “As long as you’re happy, Meg, I’m happy for you.”


“Really?” Her smile was crooked and instantly endearing.


“Pinkie swear.” We hooked little fingers as we’d been doing since grade school, then crossed our hearts to seal the deal.


“Now wash those eyes and get dressed, and do your makeup magic on that red nose. My body is craving caffeine and a stack of blueberry pancakes.”


She stopped the trek across the cabin toward the bathroom, a look of dread crinkling her face. “Not Cold Feet?”


Cold Feet Café is the best place in town to sit down with a cup of your favorite brew and contemplate whatever needs contemplating. It’s also Meg’s father’s business. I had another sinking feeling. “You didn’t tell your dad before you sent the invitation, did you?”


She bit her lower lip, hugging her bathrobe. “I know you said I should, but I thought he’d object.”


No shit, Sherlock. I suspected, though, she was mostly worried about hurting his feelings. That also worried me. Finn Reilly was the kind of big, strong guy who gave off the impression he could take on the world without blinking—unless you really looked at him and saw beyond the bluster. His quick smile never quite vanquished a dull pain in his eyes.


I had the niggling feeling something bad was brewing, and it wasn’t coffee. “Okay, then, Jitters and a blueberry muffin.”


While Meg dressed and fixed her hair and makeup, I sat on the bed lost in thought. It seemed such a short time ago that we’d graduated high school and took off to seek our fortunes in Hollywood. A couple of years in, she’d landed a job on a network sitcom as an assistant makeup artist and suggested they hire me as Key Wardrobe, the person in charge of what the actors wear each episode. Where had the time gone? In three days Meg would be married and—


“What are you ruminating about?” Meg said—all signs of a crying jag abolished by her incredible cosmetic finesse—pulling me back to the moment.


Just thinking how our lives are going to change forever once you say “I do,” my friend, but I couldn’t say that out loud. “Just thinking how much I really need some caffeine.”


She laughed as we stepped outside into the bright sunshine. We both wore jeans and sweatshirts. If this were a TV episode, I would have selected these outfits for “two young women eating at a small-town diner.” But there was more to it than dressing appropriately. Meg and I were minor celebrities in the hometown-girls-make-good spirit, one of us even marrying a big-name actor, and it was important not to appear to be putting on airs.


We linked hands as though holding tight to our friendship and started down the street. Meg said, “I’m so glad we’re here together.”


“To quote Dorothy,” I said, “there’s no place like home.”


That made us both laugh. Our hundred-year-old seaside town, located near Fox Island in Pierce County, had come into existence when logging and fishing were mainstays of Pacific Northwest industry. As their economy flourished, the city founders—strapping young bachelors—commissioned a slew of mail-order brides. So many marriages took place the first year this Washington State town was established, it became known as Weddingville.


And the name stuck.


More recently, the town began to flounder. Income was down across the board. With one exception. Blessing’s Bridal, the wedding-wear shop my mom and grandmother run. The city council met and discussed the dire situation and came up with a brilliant idea. Turn Front Street into something akin to an outlet mall—for weddings. A kind of one-stop-wedding-shopping experience, everything a bride, groom, or wedding planner could want in a single setting.


Local shopkeepers embraced the proposal, changing not only their merchandise accordingly, but also their storefronts. Jitters espresso stand became Pre-Wedding Jitters, Trudy’s Lingerie became Her Trousseau, Ring’s Jewelry became The Ring Bearer, Flora’s Flowers became The Flower Girl, and so on. Motels were given honeymoon suite makeovers, some more tacky than others. The old community church and several outdoor locales became wedding ceremony sites.


Yes, there truly is “no place like home.”


“Hey, this isn’t the way to Jitters. Unless… did it move?”


“It didn’t move. But you were right. I need to tell Dad.”


My appetite fled. “Are you sure?”


“No, but I’m doing it anyway.”


“Alrighty then.” We trekked the four blocks downhill to Front Street. “After breakfast let’s swing by Trudy’s and pick out a couple of lacy bits guaranteed to make yours one hot, sexy honeymoon.”


“Let’s see how my talk with Dad goes first,” Meg said, seeing right through my feeble attempt to keep her calm.


How did one tell the dad she adored that she’d invited the woman who’d run out on them fifteen years ago to her wedding? That the invitation was accepted? I shuddered inwardly. Big Finn Reilly was not going to take this well.


Cold Feet Café came into view. Perched on the waterside of Front Street, it shared the brick facade of many other buildings on this street. Cars angled into the curb, and the large windows revealed occupied booths and tables. “Oh God, Meg, the place is packed.”


“It’s just the usual breakfast crowd,” she said, not sounding worried but biting her bottom lip, a sure tell.


I tried not to imagine the emotional tornado that was about to level this small-town diner. And failed. “Maybe you should put this off until the café is—”


“No way. If I put this off any longer, I’ll explode.”


If she didn’t put this off, Big Finn might explode.


Meg swept inside with me on her heels. A bell over the door announced our arrival, but didn’t dent the medium-level chatter, the clatter of silverware on plates, or the confluence of delicious aromas. Several folks offered welcome home greetings and congratulations to Meg, which we responded to in kind.


The decor was a cheery red and white with splashes of chrome. My nervous gaze found Big Finn. He stood behind the counter at the far end, deep in conversation with one of the diners. His crisp apron showed breakfast stains. Taller than most by six inches, he stood out like a red-topped evergreen in a forest of baseball-capped saplings.


I caught Meg’s arm. “Maybe you should consider saving your news until he isn’t so busy.”


She wasn’t swayed. “It’s rip off the bandage time.”


I gulped. A band tightened around my chest. I should go with her, but this was between Meg and her father. It was hard to stay where I was as Meg headed toward Big Finn. I felt like I was witnessing a train wreck in the making, yet unable to prevent it.


Halfway to her dad, Meg was stopped in her tracks by a woman with crayon yellow hair seated in one of the booths. “Oh, Meg, I was hoping to catch you here.”


Zelda Love, our local wedding planner, patted a folder on the table that looked more like an overstuffed sandwich with its ingredients about to escape from all sides.


I felt a tug on my sleeve. “Oh, Daryl Anne?”


I glanced down at three women seated in a booth. They were my grandmother’s age, her Bunko buddies. Velda Weeks had the flyaway gray hair of a fluffy dog and a grin like the Cheshire Cat about to lure Alice into trouble. “Sit, sit.”


She indicated the empty spot beside her. I complied, giving them all a warm smile. “How are you?”


“We’re more than a little curious,” Jeanette Corn, a throwback to the hippie generation, admitted, her thin face more animated than usual. I swear she’d never cut her long hair or worn a touch of makeup. “We hear Meg is getting married.”


I was pretty sure the whole town knew that by now.


“And she didn’t invite any of us,” Velda said, scowling her disapproval.


“I’m doing the cake,” Wanda Perroni, the owner of The Wedding Cakery, an Italian bakery, snipped as though that gave her a one-up on Velda and Jeanette. “The smallest one in many years, I can tell you.”


“What we want to know is who is this guy she’s marrying? Why is it so hush-hush?” Velda asked.


“He must be someone important is what I say,” Wanda said. “From Hollywood. A director or movie star. I’m right, aren’t I?”


“I’ll bet it’s George Clooney,” Velda said.


“He’s married, Velda,” Wanda said. “It’s probably that guy who does those Mission Impossible movies. I hear he’s single and looking.”


“Meg can’t marry him. She’s Catholic,” Jeanette said. She sighed and did a pretend swoon. “I hope it’s that new James Bond. He’s a dreamboat.”


“I bet it’s someone from TV,” Velda said. “Like that sexy Shemar Moore on Criminal Minds who’s always flirting with that computer whiz Garcia and calling her Baby Girl. Does Meg’s fiancé call her Baby Girl?”


I sat in stunned silence. I wasn’t happy they knew Meg’s fiancé was an actor. We’d tried hard to keep that under wraps, but I admired their attempts to get me to spill the beans. TMZ had nothing on the gossips in this town. “Ladies, I can’t tell you anything. I’ve been sworn to secrecy.”


“I always thought Meg would marry Troy,” Jeanette said. Her friends agreed.


I needed to make an escape without more questions and without offending my gram’s friends. But how?


“Does Troy know Meg’s getting married?” Velda asked.


Behind me, the doorbell tinkled, and a familiar voice called, “Daryl Anne?”


I said a silent “Thank you, God” and exited the booth, reaching the door to greet my paternal grandmother. Wilhelmina Blessing—known to one and all as Billie—was tall and reed thin, her black hair twisted into its usual chignon, her blue eyes bright with excitement. She wore her favorite Chanel pantsuit, the right sleeve pushed up to accommodate the removable cast on her wrist.


She gave a few friendly waves, greeted her Bunko buddies, then steered me toward the counter. “Come on, I could use a cuppa.”


“Me too,” I said, glad for the company, even if adding caffeine to my already anxious nerves might not be such a great idea. I settled onto a stool beside her. “How’s the wrist this morning?”


“A little weak.” Billie did all the alterations for Blessing’s Bridal, and she’d taught me how to sew when I was old enough to hold a needle and thread it. Six weeks ago, she’d slipped and broken her wrist, bringing me home from Los Angeles earlier than planned to help out in the bridal shop. Although the doctor pronounced her all healed last week, she claimed she wasn’t taking chances. Thus the removable cast.


I suspected, however, it was a ploy to keep me home longer. Sadly, I was returning to L.A. the day after the wedding. I kissed her cheek, knowing how much I would miss doing that once I was back in California.


We ordered coffee, the old-fashioned kind, then she said, “You forgot to turn on your phone. I kept getting voice mail.”


“I’m sorry.” I’d turned off my phone when Meg was having her meltdown. I pulled it from my pocket, turned it on, noting a couple of missed calls from Gram, but nothing else that required my immediate attention. I stirred cream into my coffee. “What’s up? Is everything okay?”


“Fine. Better than fine.” She stirred artificial sweetener into her coffee. “Exciting even. You know that reporter who’s coming to interview everyone in town for that series of articles?”


“Yes.” This advertising opportunity was more than a few articles. It was an Internet broadcast associated with a national network. I’d viewed a couple of sample shows, and it looked like a good deal that might benefit Blessing’s Bridal as well as several other businesses in town.


“Well, we just got an e-mail from TR Jones,” Billie said, setting her spoon on the saucer and ordering us each a warm, gooey cinnamon roll without asking if I wanted something else. I guessed the blueberry pancakes could wait for another day, but I raised an eyebrow at her selection.


She had Type 2 diabetes and Mom watched like a hawk over every bite of sugar that went into her mouth. Billie hated being told she couldn’t do something and, even though it often led to disaster, like a broken wrist, she ignored what others thought was good for her and did whatever she damn-well pleased. Usually I admired that about her.


But not when it came to her health. She ignored my raised brow, forked a bite of cinnamon roll, and sighed with pleasure. “He wants to do our interview today. Now, before you protest, I didn’t forget about Meg’s final fitting or your girls’ plans. So I figured early was better than later, get it over and done with, then you’ll have the rest of the day free.”


She sounded as though she was doing me a favor, and her look said, “I’ve already set this up so please say yes.” She lifted her cup and peered over its rim. “Okay?”


I thought about saying: Sure. Why not? Why should anything go according to my plans today? But I was not a martyr, and there was Meg to consider. She and Zelda still had their heads together discussing some last-minute details of the wedding or reception. And then she would talk to Big Finn. The cinnamon roll began to congeal in my stomach. Maid of honor duties aside, I couldn’t just desert my best friend in her hour of need.


“What time did you tell him?”


She glanced at the clock over the door. “Nine o’clock.”


It was 8:30. Barely enough time for us to get back to Blessings Bridal and for me to change clothes to something more suitable for an interview.


Billie gobbled down the last of her cinnamon roll as I pushed mine aside half eaten.


I said, “I’ll have to tell Meg.”


Billie’s cell phone rang. “Your mother,” she said. She answered, and the color drained from her face. “What? Are you sure?”


She handed me the phone. “She wants to speak to you.”


“Mom, is something wrong?”


“Depends on your definition of right.”


“What does that mean?”


“The people from the Internet are here with their cameras and lights and—”


“Oh, no. Tell them I’ll be right there.”


“It’s not them you need to concern yourself with. It’s her.”


“Her?”


“The woman writing the articles.”


I swear I heard venom in Mom’s voice.


I frowned. “I thought the reporter was a man, a TR Jones.”


“That’s what she’s calling herself these days, but she’s still Tanya Reilly.”


My mouth dropped open, and just as a hush fell over the café, I blurted out, “Meg’s mother?”


From the end of the counter, I saw Big Finn’s head snap in my direction.














CHAPTER TWO


“Would you look at that fancy car?” Billie said as we neared Blessing’s. Three blocks down from Cold Feet Café, the bridal shop has the town’s largest parking lot, with Front Street on one side and Puget Sound at the far edge. Morning sun brush-stroked the solid brick building like an artist’s watercolor painting. Once two lumber warehouses, the shop was now three stories of living and business space.


A brand-new, low-slung Jaguar with California plates was parked near the front entrance, and the sight of it both excited me and filled me with dread. “Crap.”


Billie eyed me curiously.


“It’s Peter Wolfe’s car.”


She stopped walking and gaped at me. “Peter Wolfe, the actor?”


“Peter is Meg’s fiancé.”


“Well, I’ll be. I knew she was engaged to some actor, but I had no idea he was the star of the sitcom you both work on.”


“Promise you won’t tell your Bunko buddies until after the wedding. We are trying to keep this as low-key as possible.”


She looked crestfallen. “Won’t they be surprised, though.”


As surprised as I was to see his car here. “He’s not supposed to arrive until tomorrow,” I muttered. My already skipping pulse kicked into overdrive. Was he inside with Meg’s mom? I might actually throw up.


Billie huffed as if out of breath. “I specifically told everyone that the groomsmen fittings are tomorrow, not today.”


“Peter isn’t getting a tuxedo from us,” I explained. “He has his own. He attends so many red carpet events in L.A., it’s more practical to own than rent.”


Billie frowned. “Then what is he doing here?”


Good question. And if he and Meg’s mother had been introduced, if he realized who Tanya was, then all hell was breaking loose in the bridal shop.


“Well, he can’t be here today, and that’s all there is to it.” Billie stomped her foot, indignation twisting her mouth. My grandmother was very old-fashioned and traditional, especially when it came to wedding superstitions. “Meg’s final fitting is in an hour. W-What if he sees her gown? That’s nothing but bad luck.”


I’d happily be tasked with deterring bad luck superstitions rather than the looming calamity facing us. If it wasn’t already too late. “Look, you keep Meg’s mother busy while I get rid of Peter, okay?”


She looked as taken aback as if I’d poked her with a pin. “Me?”


“Yes, you.” The idea seemed to sour her mood even more, but I didn’t have time to wonder why. Not then.


We entered the private side door. The business office and elevator to the living quarters Billie and Mom shared on the third level were here as well as the stockroom. Mom was not in the office, and when we started toward the stockroom, she rushed at us like an enraged wasp, face red, eyes glazed and murderous.


I recoiled, not recognizing her at first. Susan Blessing was my rock, the queen of calm. She could take down a Bridezilla with a single raised eyebrow. She huffed, “I can’t deal with that bi—”


She broke off. I don’t think I’d ever heard her swear. Or seen her this close to it. She shoved past us and out the exit door, leaving us gaping after her. I started to ask what the deal was between my mom and Meg’s, but Billie cut me off. “I’ll go after Susan. You handle that wretched woman and Meg’s fiancé. And make sure that groom doesn’t see his bride’s wedding gown.”


Me? Handle them both? Oh, God. I nodded, reluctantly. I’d rather find my mother and learn the cause of her distress. I’d rather run off the end of the dock and into Puget Sound. I’d rather anything except what awaited in the salon. But I had to think of Meg. I wanted her wedding to be perfect. Or as perfect as possible under the circumstances.


Not to mention, the paramount duty of a maid of honor is to keep the bride emotionally calm. Who was going to keep me calm?


I bucked up, reminding myself that Peter had never met Tanya, and that Meg looked more like Big Finn than her mother. With my heart pounding and stomach pinching, I hurried through the stockroom full of racks of plastic-covered wedding gowns, past the dressing rooms and toward reception.


The main salon reminded me of a charming New York brownstone, the walls plaster-boarded with patches of aged brick showing through. Original hardwood planking and high ceilings made the space seem larger than it was. Fresh roses scented the air. Mannequins in the newest bridal attire decorated the three huge display windows with others placed prominently throughout the showroom floor. On the right side, two red velvet loveseats served as the waiting area. I ignored the couple sitting there, my gaze flying to the other end of the room, over the display rack of brochures from the various businesses in town and beyond the Edwardian reception desk.


Nothing overturned. No blazing guns smoking the air. No loud voices. Despite this good omen, my nerves were wound tighter than corset laces. Peter hated Meg’s mother more than I did—if that were possible—for walking out on Meg when she was a kid. But since the reception area displayed no signs of an apocalypse, I could only assume the two had yet to introduce themselves. Could I be that lucky? Given Peter’s penchant for privacy, maybe…


Or… another unnerving thought occurred to me. Had Meg failed not only to tell her father she’d invited Tanya to the wedding, but Peter as well?


Of course she had. Oh, God, Meg, what were you thinking? This was a ticking emotional bomb that no amount of organization or smoothing of ruffled feathers could defuse. Only she wasn’t here to witness the fallout of her folly, to buffer the impact or spare innocent bystanders. Like me. The knot in my stomach grew melon-sized.


But I’d worried for nothing. Peter was not in the reception area. Only Tanya Reilly Jones and her camera tech—a rangy, long-haired guy with a mustache and different colored eyes. One blue, one hazel. A compact shoulder camcorder at his feet. They sat on the loveseat, conferring with their heads together. I heard my mother’s name mentioned, and my dander flared. Whatever this woman had done to upset my usually easygoing mom was another checkmark against her. I’d never felt less like having a conversation with anyone.


As I struggled for composure, fifteen-year-old images tracked through my mind like a yellowed newsreel, recalling Tanya as a curvaceous brunette with bright brown eyes, a pretty face, and a loud laugh that squeezed like a vice. I knew, when she looked directly at me, I would see changes—age lines, weight gain, gray hairs? Warts, if karma prevailed.


Okay, scratch weight gain. She was thin, Hollywood-starlet thin, that kind of bobble-head thin. I supposed Internet video also put ten pounds on a person, but I hoped the loss of her voluptuous figure was due to guilt.


I interrupted their conversation. “I was expecting the usual interviewer from your show.”


“I’m the producer of the show,” Tanya said, staring at something on her phone, “but since this is my old stomping ground, I decided to handle the Weddingville interviews myself while I’m here for the wedding.”


The guy beside her said, “Two birds with one stone.”


Tanya lifted her head then, her eyes widening at the sight of me. Or maybe I just thought they’d widened. Now that I could see her face full on, I realized she had none of the age-defining wrinkles I’d expected. In fact, her skin was so tight that I doubted it could express any serious emotion. And when she stood, I corrected my original assessment. She hadn’t lost any curves, although I suspected some curves were not natural. “My God, Daryl Anne Blessing. Why, you look so much like your father, Daryl, it just takes my breath.”


Though this wasn’t the first time I’d heard that, it was the first time the comparison to my late father sent a shiver down my spine. Why? And why did Meg’s mother remember my father so vividly after fifteen years—when I could barely recall his face? Did it have anything to do with why my mother was so upset?


“Daryl was such a darling man,” Tanya said, and I realized what had bothered me was the way she’d said Dad’s name. As soft as a caress. I narrowed my eyes, giving her the opportunity to expand on that, but she began glancing away, twisting a ring on her pinkie finger. She changed the subject. “I appreciate your moving this interview up to this morning, especially since I know you weren’t expecting us until tomorrow.”


I bit my tongue to keep from saying, “We weren’t expecting you at all.” I also took a deep breath. I wanted to tell this woman what she could do with herself, wanted it so much I had to dig my fingernails into my palms to stop myself. I’d seen what bad press could do to lives, to businesses. Besides Meg, I had to consider how my actions might affect Mom and Billie, and this shop. I took a deep breath, gesturing to my outfit. “As you can see, I’m hardly interview-ready.”


Tanya tilted her head, raking a gaze over me. “You look fine. And besides, I think your mother would prefer we do this and leave as quickly as possible.”


The look on my sweet mother’s face flashed through my mind, and my normally slow temper flashed like lightning. Indignation for Mom, and for Meg, took over my better judgment, and I blurted out, “You should probably expect a similar or somewhat worse reaction when others discover you’re in town.”


My bluntness brought Tanya standing a little straighter in her spiked heels. “Sticks and stones…”


I could tell the bravado was just that, and the unexpected vulnerability it exposed killed my mean-girl comeback. I’d spent so many years angry with this woman that I’d never even considered that she might have a different version of the past than the one I’d always heard. I shoved my hand through my hair and caught the lanky camera guy leaning in closer, hanging on our every word. I’d met a few of his type, one step above a paparazzo, always keying in on anything that he might sell to a gossip outlet. At the moment, he wasn’t my problem. I didn’t care what he thought.


Or what Tanya thought, I realized, surprising myself. “If you hurt Meg again,” I said in a voice that chilled even me, “I will come after you.”


Camera-guy glanced at his boss, waiting for her response. Tanya studied me for a few seconds, then said, “I’m glad Meg has a friend like you.” She exhaled loudly. “Come on, Kramer, hike that camera to your shoulder, and let’s get this interview started.”


I caught my image in the camera lens and startled. I was not going to be coerced into an interview—that would be on the World Wide Web—wearing jeans and a sweatshirt, my short hair standing up in all the wrong places.


Tanya was grinning at me with something akin to delight, enjoying my discomfort. In that moment, I wanted to strangle her. But that would mean jail and a mug shot, and this ugly image on my record. Forever. Not to mention, it would ruin Meg’s wedding. I closed my eyes and reeled in the anger as I might a cloth measuring tape, coiling it into a neat little ball until it was soft and pliable. Controllable.


For Meg’s sake, I would be civil to this woman, even if it killed me.


And it just might.


“Turn off the camera, Kramer,” I said, using the voice I reserved for actors who thought they could rifle through the rack of cast clothing I’d assigned and grab whatever outfit caught their eye, instead of what I’d chosen for their upcoming scenes. He ignored me like any good paparazzi would. I directed a glare at Tanya. “Ms. Jones, exactly what is your intent for this Internet piece? Are you doing a documentary or a docudrama?”


“What?” The innocence in her wide eyes was as fake as her hair extensions.


I raised my voice and stared directly at the camera. “If you’re really here to mend fences with your daughter, Ms. Jones, casting her maid of honor in a bad light on the Internet isn’t going to work in your favor.”


Tanya blanched. “Kramer, cut.”


The green light on the camera blinked off, and Kramer relaxed like a starch-free petticoat.


“And delete the footage,” I told him, glad to see him comply. I directed my next words to Tanya, using as sugary a tone as I could manage. “I have so many wedding details to see to today. I would really appreciate if we could do this interview tomorrow, as we’d originally scheduled, at ten a.m.”


Tanya clearly didn’t like someone else taking charge, but she nodded. “Ten sharp.”


“Good. Meanwhile, I’m sure Meg will be glad to know you’re in town.” Even if Big Finn wouldn’t be. “Why don’t I give her a call and let her know?”


I reached into my pocket for my cell, but Tanya stopped me. “She knows.”


Sure she does. And soon everyone else will too. I didn’t need any more potential disasters rearing their ugly heads. Like the blow-up that is bound to happen at the rehearsal dinner tomorrow night when Peter meets the mother who abandoned his bride-to-be. Like the aftershocks when Big Red comes face to face with his ex. Not to mention whatever secret resentment my mom holds against this woman.


Like Scarlett, I decided to think about that tomorrow. Right now, I needed these two gone. I stepped back, gesturing toward the door. The opening door.


Peter Wolfe walked into the shop. Always fearing recognition and the ensuing fan adoration that usually accompanied it, he’d hidden his famous face behind huge sunglasses and a low-slung fedora. As if that would fool the two media idiots already standing in the reception area. My throat closed.


I rushed to him, blocking his view of Tanya and Kramer as best I could, given that he towered over me by six or more inches. I spoke in a low voice. “What are you doing here? We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow.”


“Ah, Daryl Anne,” he said, giving me a boyish grin that was too practiced for my tastes. “From what little I’ve seen of this town, it’s everything you and my fiancée claimed.”


By which he meant: perfect for their secret wedding. Not that their getting married was secret, just the where and the when.


“Where is my fiancée, by the way?” he asked, speaking too loudly, his resonate voice carrying like a familiar song throughout the salon. “She’s not answering her cell.”


I felt Tanya and Kramer’s gazes like hot pokers in my back. My pulse roared in my ears. I was pretty sure that by now, Meg was breaking the news to Big Finn about the newest addition to the guest list and not worrying about missed texts or phone calls. I couldn’t figure out how to say that without eliciting World War III.


From the corner of my eye, I caught movement, the camcorder going to Kramer’s shoulder, and knew his star-hunter nose had sniffed out the celebrity hidden in a flimsy disguise. I spun to see the record light glowing green. Kramer said, “Hey, Peter, what are you doing in Weddingville?”


My heart literally stopped beating.


“What the hell?” Peter said, his mouth twisting as he jerked toward Kramer. His fists balled. I realized he was about to pull an Alex Baldwin or Kanye West on the photographer. “Shit. I knew it was too good to be true. You promised there wouldn’t be any paparazzi in this little village, Daryl Anne. Otherwise I wouldn’t have agreed to hold the wedding here.”


Before I could assimilate that Peter had just told the press about the secret wedding, or assure Peter that Kramer was not paparazzi, Tanya stepped forward. “Hello, Peter.”


“What the fuck?” Kramer growled, whirling on Tanya. “This is the guy who’s marrying your daughter?”


“Your daughter?” Peter went pale beneath his tan, looking as if he might be sick.


Tanya was nodding, stepping toward Peter with a grin. “Surprise.”


Oh. God. I groaned silently. The opening lines of a favorite historical novel flashed through my mind. Although the author and title eluded me just then, the gist of the scene did not. It was only a matter of minutes before the wedding party began killing each other. And this wasn’t even the rehearsal dinner.
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