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            Chapter One

         

         Amy Lyndon’s first clue that her life was about to change came at eleven forty-five on a sunny Friday, the last day of March, when Daddy stormed into her room without knocking. Luckily, Amy, who had just gotten out of bed, was wearing her bathrobe or there might have been an embarrassing father-daughter moment.

         “I’ve had it up to here with you,” Daddy said, gesturing wildly, his face as red as a glass of Bella Vista Vineyards Pinot Noir.

         “What’s the matter?” Amy kept her voice low and calm. She’d learned this trick from Mom, who had been an expert at handling Daddy’s sudden, but infrequent, rages.

         “What’s the—” His words came to a sputtering stop as a vein popped from his forehead. Uh-oh. The vein thing was a bad sign. And his complexion had turned almost purple, closer to the color of Malbec than Pinot Noir.

         “Daddy, calm down. You’ll give yourself a stroke or something.”

         He spoke again in a voice that rattled Amy’s bedroom windows. “Get dressed. Then get out.”

         “What?”

         “You heard me. I want you out of this house by…” He checked his Rolex. “Noon. That gives you fifteen minutes. And if you’re smart, you’ll run straight to Grady Carson. I understand he’s proposed. Congratulations.”

         “How did you know that?”

         “Everyone knows it. You’ve been dating him for a year and a half, and he’s everything you need in a husband.”

         Amy said nothing because Grady Carson was most definitely not everything she needed. Who knew he was planning to pop the question at Tammy’s wedding? Like from out of nowhere. She’d turned him down in no uncertain terms and kept her mouth shut about the whole thing. If Daddy knew about Grady’s proposal, then Grady must have told him.

         Damn him. Damn both of them.

         “Daddy, I don’t plan to—”

         “Don’t tell me you don’t want to get married. Because, to be honest, Amy, I’m tired of you living off my goodwill. It’s time you go live off someone else’s.” Daddy waved a piece of paper in front of Amy’s nose, then pulled his reading glasses down from their resting place above his bushy eyebrows. The paper appeared to be an American Express bill. “You spent twelve hundred dollars on shoes last month? Really?”

         “They were Jimmy Choos, and I—”

         “I don’t give a rat’s ass who made them. Amy, your credit card bill last month was more than ten thousand dollars.”

         “Oh? That much, huh?” She was bad with money, like Mom had been. Most of Daddy’s rages were precipitated by the arrival of credit card statements. This was a known fact.

         “You’re twenty-eight, still unemployed, and living at home. This can’t go on any longer. Either accept Grady’s proposal or move out. Today.” He marched out of her bedroom.

         She followed him out into the hallway. “You can’t make me go,” Amy said to his retreating back. “And you can’t force me to marry someone either.”

         He turned, one eyebrow arched in that classic angry-daddy look. “Wanna bet? Now, get your things out of here before noon.”

         “But the Z4 won’t hold all my stuff.” The sports car held two people, barely.

         “Oh…that’s too bad. When you come back engaged to Grady, I’ll let you get your stuff. Until then, it’s my stuff. God knows I paid for it all, including the sports car.”

         They stood with gazes locked for a moment. “I’m not marrying Grady. He’s an idiot.”

         “No, he’s not. He’s made a fortune as a hedge fund manager, and that takes brains. Honestly, if you were more like your brothers or cousins we wouldn’t be having this discussion.” Daddy stopped yelling at her and strode down the hallway.

         Amy didn’t argue any further; she’d heard Daddy’s complaints many times over the years. She just didn’t measure up like her brothers and her cousins, most of whom were super smart, had gone to Ivy League colleges, and completed law school. Amy was just…ordinary.

         She returned to her room and stared at the clothes in her ginormous walk-in closet. She’d give Daddy a couple of hours to calm down about the credit card bill. That’s how Mom had always handled him. Tomorrow he would be his normal, happy self.

         In the meantime, she needed to get out of the house.

         She threw on a plain white tank top, a pair of Rag and Bone boyfriend jeans, her new Isabel Marant sneakers, and the black Burberry biker jacket that had most definitely contributed to the size of her Amex bill this month. Daddy needed to get over it. She only went shopping in New York twice a year. And besides, she’d had to go shopping—Tammy, one of her sorority sisters, needed someone to help her pull together her honeymoon wardrobe, and Amy had a killer eye for fashion.

         Thoughts of Tammy and Evan off together on a three-week honeymoon tour of Paris, Rome, and Athens unleashed a wave of envy. She could have a honeymoon like that, but marrying Grady would be too high a price.

         She headed out to the circular drive and fired up the BMW Z4. Fifteen minutes later, she took a seat at the Red Fern Inn, a two-hundred-year-old taproom and restaurant in downtown Shenandoah Falls. She waited a long time before Bryce Summerville, the inn’s owner, came over to the table, wringing his hands.

         “Miss Lyndon,” he said in a deferential tone. “I’m sorry to ask this, but how do you intend to pay for your lunch today?”

         “What?”

         “Um, this is sort of embarrassing, but your father called not five minutes ago and told me not to accept your credit card.”

         “He did what?”

         “He called me—”

         “I heard you. I’m just having a hard time believing you. How did he know I was getting lunch here?”

         “You get lunch here quite frequently.”

         That was true.

         “He told me he’s canceled your card.”

         Heat climbed up Amy’s face. “I’ll pay with cash, and I’d like the eggs Benedict.” Her appetite had disappeared, but she couldn’t get up and walk out now. Not with Viola Ingram and Faye Appleby, card-carrying members of the Shenandoah Falls gossip association, sitting at the adjacent table listening in.

         Amy waved at Viola. “Hey, Ms. Ingram. How’re you doing today?”

         “Just fine and dandy,” the senior citizen said in a bright voice. “I heard that you and Grady Carson are about to make a big announcement.”

         Oh, great. Everyone in town must know about Grady’s proposal. “No, Ms. Ingram, no big announcements are pending,” she said. She was going to kick Grady’s ass the next time she saw him.

         When her lunch finally arrived, Amy could only choke down two or three bites. She sat there steaming about Grady and Daddy for a long time and then paid her check with the last of the cash in her wallet.

         She strolled down Liberty Avenue to the Bank of America branch, where she visited the ATM only to discover that the machine wouldn’t give her any money. The bank said she was overdrawn, but Daddy had deposited her allowance last week. Daddy was a joint signer on the account, which made it easier for him to transfer funds. And that’s when it struck her, literally like a hammer to the head, that what Daddy could transfer in, he could just as easily transfer out.

         How dare he?

         She drove back to the four-thousand-square-foot California contemporary that she shared with her father. The house sat up on the ridge not far from Bella Vista Vineyard, the winery Daddy had started thirty-five years ago, before Virginia wines had become all the rage.

         She stormed up the front walk and discovered a locked front door. That was surprising since Daddy’s office was located in the house, and even if he’d gone up to the vineyard, Lucy, the housekeeper, was always around.

         She dug out her house key, but it wouldn’t work the lock. What the hell? When had she started hallucinating? She pinched herself.

         Ouch.

         In desperate need for reassurance, she reached for her iPhone, but it might as well have been a brick. She had no bars of service.

         That’s when the panic set in. She ran the short distance up the drive to the Bella Vista Vineyard’s headquarters, and by the time she arrived, gasping for air, her panic had morphed into a dark sinking hole in the middle of her stomach.

         Ozzie Cassano, Daddy’s chief winemaker, greeted her in the courtyard right by the entrance to the tasting room. It was almost as if he’d been waiting for her.

         “Where’s Daddy and Lucy?” she asked without preamble.

         “Lucy’s on vacation.”

         “Since when?”

         “Since this morning. And your father isn’t here either.”

         Ozzie’s soft Italian accent failed to calm her. “What do you mean? Daddy’s always here unless he’s at home or at Charlotte’s Grove.”

         “I’m sorry. He told me to tell you he’s taking a vacation too.”

         OMG! She hadn’t seen this one coming. “Not with Lucy, I hope.”

         “I don’t know, miss.”

         “Look, Ozzie, can I borrow your keys to the house? Lucy and Daddy locked it when they left, and my key doesn’t work.”

         Ozzie stared down at his dusty boots and shrugged his shoulders. “I’m very sorry, Miss Lyndon,” he said. “Your father, he told me you were not to be let into the house under any circumstances. He also told me you were getting married soon.” Ozzie finally looked up and flashed his gold fillings. “Congratulations.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         If there’d been a pay phone anywhere in Shenandoah Falls, Virginia, Amy could have called Grady and demanded that he rescue her. But pay phones were like dinosaurs, totally extinct.

         And if she’d had the forethought to fill up the Z4’s tank last night, she could have driven herself to DC and rescued herself. But she hadn’t filled the tank because she’d planned to do it this morning.

         Proving that procrastination could be a mean bitch. Or maybe procrastination had saved her from making a bad decision.

         She parked in the town lot and spent the afternoon thinking things through.

         Daddy assumed she would find an easy way out of this predicament. At the very least, he would expect her to run up to Charlotte’s Grove and throw herself on Aunt Pam’s mercy, which would be about the same as calling Grady and telling him she’d changed her mind about marrying him. Or maybe Daddy expected her to call her brothers, Andrew and Edward, but Grady was their friend and landlord. So asking her brothers for help—assuming she could beg a telephone for that purpose—was out too.

         She was not going to take the easy way. She’d show Daddy. She would sleep in her car.

         This decision proved more challenging than it sounded. The Z4 had two bucket seats with a console between them, and neither of the seats reclined enough to make sleeping easy. Plus the sunny March day turned into a bitterly cold March night. Could a person die from exposure in forty-degree weather? She would have asked Siri if her iPhone had been working.

         By the time the sky began to turn pink, she felt as if she’d won a moral victory even though it was hard to feel morally victorious when you were starving, had to pee, and didn’t have a bathroom handy.

         Lucky for her, Gracie’s Diner was located a block away from the garage, opened early, and had a bathroom.

         Amy had never set foot in the diner before eleven in the morning, so it surprised her when she opened the door and discovered no other customers. Damn. Her plan depended on Gracie being too busy to notice Amy slinking in to use the bathroom.

         Instead, Gracie was on her the moment Amy stepped through the door. “’Morning, Amy. You’re here early today. You want the usual?”

         So awkward. How could Amy use the diner’s bathroom and not purchase anything? But what other choice did she have? She was in danger of wetting her pants. “Uh, I’m on my way out of town,” she lied, “but I needed the restroom.”

         Gracie cocked her head and gave Amy a once-over. Oh my God, she probably looked like a mess after trying to sleep in a Z4. Not knowing what else to do, and needing to pee really bad, Amy turned her back on Gracie and walked to the ladies’ room with her shoulders straight.

         She was a Lyndon, a prominent, wealthy, and influential family. She did not need to beg for the chance to pee in a toilet instead of somewhere outside. The thought of peeing in the woods left her trembling. How did a girl do that, anyway? And what about toilet paper? Since she’d never been a Girl Scout, she didn’t know the answers to these suddenly existential questions.

         The diner’s bathroom was basic but clean. She did her business, washed her hands and face, and gave her hair a quick comb. She felt much better.

         Hungry, but better. She lingered for a while, hoping other customers might show up, and trying to figure out how to leave the diner without humiliating herself. She’d just started running various scenarios in her head when the truth descended like an atom bomb.

         She was homeless. And penniless (almost—she had fifty cents in her purse).

         How did a person do poor, hungry, and homeless? Amy had never wanted for anything in her life. Maybe she should say sayonara to her hard-won moral victory. She could always borrow Gracie’s phone and call Grady.

         A knock sounded on the door, followed by Gracie’s voice. “Hon, are you all right? You’ve been in there a while, and I…”

         Amy opened the door. “I’m fine.” Her voice wobbled. She would not ask to borrow the phone. There had to be another way.

         “No, I don’t think so,” Gracie said. “You come out and have your eggs and bacon.”

         Oh crap. What was she supposed to do now?

         “I…I…don’t. I mean I can’t…” She let go of a long, trembling breath. “Daddy locked me out of the house yesterday and told me I had to marry Grady Carson. Then he took all the money out of my checking account. And I probably should call Grady, but I have to borrow your phone.” The words came out in a terrible, hoarse whisper.

         She expected Gracie to yell at her for using the bathroom without having any intention of buying food. Or, worse yet, to take her into the back room and hand her a phone. But instead Gracie draped her arm over Amy’s shoulder. “Come get your breakfast. You can pay me for it later, after you sort things out with your father. And no woman should ever marry someone she has second thoughts about. Shame on your daddy.”

         The tense muscles in Amy’s neck and shoulders relaxed as Gracie led her to the counter, where a plate of eggs and bacon awaited. “Eat your breakfast. You’ll feel better.”

         Amy did as she was told, downing the eggs and bacon like a starving person. She had no idea where her next meal would come from, so she allowed Gracie to refill her coffee cup several times while the diner filled up with the usual Saturday crowd.

         Pippa Custis, the owner of Ewe and Me, the yarn shop in town, came in for a bowl of oatmeal.

         Walter Braden came in holding hands with his new wife, the former Poppy Marchand. For a couple of old people, they were sweet. They ordered two big breakfasts and spent the entire time gazing into each other’s eyes.

         Alicia Mulloy, the hygienist at Dr. Dinnen’s office, ordered three different kinds of donuts. Amy wondered if Dr. Dinnen knew about Alicia’s sugar habit.

         And then Dusty McNeil strolled through the door and turned Saturday into Man Candy Monday. Wow. He was like some unholy combination of Thor and Captain America all rolled into one gorgeous example of maleness.

         Gracie swooped down on him with a cup of coffee and a plate of eggs and bacon, as if she’d been expecting his arrival. He gave Gracie a smile full of laugh lines and dimples and white teeth. And then he turned toward Amy.

         Unlike the other customers, he didn’t pretend she was invisible. Oh no. He gave her a long, assessing gaze that made Amy’s pulse jump. Dusty McNeil had a badass reputation as a player who preferred the showgirls and cocktail waitresses who worked up at the casinos in Charles Town, West Virginia.

         So why was he ogling her?

         She had no idea, but she returned the favor. Who wouldn’t enjoy gazing at that chiseled face or those bright baby blues or all that golden blond hair?

         And that’s when a crazy idea popped into her desperate head. Maybe she could invite herself over to his place for some Netflix and chill. Spending a night with him wouldn’t be much of a sacrifice. And it would probably be way more fun (and warmer) than sleeping in the Z4.

         Or sleeping with Grady for that matter.

         But no. Initiating a booty call would not be the right next step. She’d chosen to sleep in her car instead of falling back on a man. She’d taken a principled position. So she pushed the ridiculous idea of sleeping with Dusty McNeil out of her mind and concentrated on her coffee mug while she tried to figure out what her next step ought to be.

         She came up with exactly nothing.

         “Y’all seem to be busy up at Eagle Hill Manor these days,” Gracie said to Dusty. And since Amy didn’t have anything better to do, she eavesdropped.

         “Yep. Ever since that article in Brides. Willow’s hiring another event planner. Know anyone who might be interested?”

         Gracie shook her head. “No, but I’ll keep my eye out.”

         A job.

         Why hadn’t Amy thought of that before?

         A job would solve all her problems. And becoming an event planner sounded like the perfect fit except for the fact that she had zero real work experience. But she had been her sorority’s social secretary and had planned all kinds of themed parties and charitable events. She’d even had a hand in helping several of her sorority sisters with their wedding plans.

         This was perfect. She’d get a job instead of a husband. And wouldn’t that blow Daddy’s mind?

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Eagle Hill Manor had been built in the late 1800s in the style of an antebellum mansion, with a massive portico held up by a dozen classical columns. David’s wife, Willow, had recently refurbished and enlarged the place, adding a gazebo and a swimming pool on the west lawn, converting an old carriage house into a sizable reception hall, and restoring the manor’s many outbuildings to create guest cottages with quaint porches and window boxes.

         The December issue of Brides magazine had done a seven-page feature article on the manor house, with photos of the inn’s sweeping half-circle staircase and guest rooms decorated for the holidays and images of the nearby Laurel Chapel all blinged out for a Christmas wedding. The magazine had also praised the inn’s food and beverage operations, as well as its daily breakfast service.

         That famous breakfast was still being served when Amy dashed up the steps onto the front portico and through the double doors into the lobby. She got as far as the dining room and stopped. Willow was there, making the rounds of the tables and chatting up her patrons.

         Even though Willow had only married into the Lyndon family, she still managed to convey the air of power and authority that every Lyndon was supposed to have. She had a master’s degree from Wharton and had single-handedly exposed a huge case of Medicare fraud, winning a million-dollar settlement from Restero Corporation. A lot of that money had gone into the inn’s restoration, although Willow also had a silent partner in her business—Jeff Talbert, a bona fide billionaire and another one of Amy’s exceptional first cousins.

         David, yet another one of Amy’s brilliant first cousins, had walked away from a career in politics in order to marry Willow.

         Amy couldn’t imagine any man giving up anything for her. Unlike Willow, she was an ordinary person. Not brilliant and not particularly stunning. She stood barely five feet tall with absolutely no breasts to speak of and standard-issue brown hair that went limp whenever it rained. She had a degree in English from a small, liberal arts college that catered to rich students with less-than-stellar SAT scores. She did not speak in full sentences or have an Ivy League education like Willow. She was, in a word, unremarkable.

         In a family composed of smart, beautiful, well-educated people, Amy was a poser.

         The moment Willow spied her lurking in the doorway, she concluded her conversation and proceeded across the dining room, surprise all over her face. “Wow, Amy, you’re up early. Have you come to talk about the wedding?”

         Damn. Damn. Damn. Had Grady posted lies about her on Facebook? With her phone out of commission, Amy had no way of finding out. She would kill him if he had. She met Willow’s probing stare. “No. I’m here to apply for the job. And for the record, I’m not engaged.”

         Willow’s eyes widened a moment as she gave Amy’s outfit the once-over. Right. Bad move. Showing up for a job interview wearing sneakers probably ranked right up there on the things-not-to-do-during-a-job-interview list at Gen Y Girl.

         “Which job are you talking about?” Willow asked.

         “The event planner job. I don’t have a lot of work experience, but I was the social secretary of my college sorority. And I’ve been a maid of honor seven times. I know a lot about weddings, believe me.”

         Willow’s green eyes softened. “Oh, Amy, I’m sorry. I had no idea you were interested in a job. I filled the event planner job yesterday. Honestly, I thought you were—”

         “No, I’m not marrying Grady.” She balled her hands into fists. “Everyone needs to get that in their heads, okay?”

         Willow took a step forward. “Are you all right?”

         “Uh, yeah, I’m good. But I need a job,” she said on a shaky sigh as a tear escaped from her right eye. She turned her back on Willow, forcing herself to walk slowly toward the door breathing normally even though her pulse had taken off like a runaway jet engine.

         “I have another job opening, if you’re interested. It’s seasonal, and it only pays minimum wage,” Willow said to her back.

         Amy stopped. Did she want a minimum-wage job? No. But what other choice did she have? In the let’s-face-reality department, she had no skills and no real experience, and with a résumé like that, she should probably expect to start at the absolute bottom.

         She turned. “I’ll take it,” she said.

         Willow cocked her head. “Don’t you even want to know what the job is?”

         “Whatever it is, I’ll do it.”

         “It’s on the grounds crew. We need extra hands in the summertime to keep up with the gardening chores and setups for weddings and other events. It’s a lot of physical labor. You up for that?”

         Amy nodded. Physical labor didn’t sound like much fun, especially since it had been months since she’d visited the gym. But, on the other hand, becoming a laborer was exactly the kind of thing that would annoy the crap out of Daddy. And that thought warmed her through and through. He’d be so sorry he’d locked her out of the house, drained her bank account, and left her with only enough money to buy eggs Benedict at the Red Fern.

         “Okay,” Willow said with a nod. “The job is yours. You’ll be reporting to the Eagle Hill facilities director, Dusty McNeil.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dusty loved his little office with the big picture window and the view of the Blue Ridge Mountains. It occupied space in the new outbuilding everyone called “the barn,” because it had replaced the old one that had been there for a century. This building was much more than a barn, however. It served as the state-of-the-art headquarters for Eagle Hill Manor’s facility-management team. It had Internet, a workshop, garage space for a fleet of golf carts and utility vehicles, and storage for all manner of folding chairs, tables, trellises, tents, columns, pedestals, and fountains.

         It also had a kennel for Sven, Natalie Lyndon’s gigantic labradoodle, a doggie obedience school dropout three times over. Right now the dog was being a good boy, sitting at Dusty’s feet while Dusty enjoyed his second cup of coffee. In Dusty’s opinion, Sven needed a firmer hand and a little more attention—something ten-year-old Natalie didn’t quite get and her busy parents had no time for. That was Dusty’s fault in some ways, because he’d been the one to give the dog to Natalie in the first place, the Christmas before last.

         He gave Sven’s head a little scratch as he reviewed the upcoming schedule for the day. The Chapman-Cuddy wedding would be taking place at one o’clock in the Laurel Chapel with a small reception under a tent on the terrace to follow. The Ganis-McQuade two-hundred-guest wedding reception was scheduled to begin at six o’clock in the Carriage House.

         Dusty was jotting down notes for the day’s activities when Sven suddenly sprang to his feet and started barking. “Hush,” he directed, just as Willow knocked on the doorframe of his always-open office door.

         “Got a minute?” she asked as Sven jumped up on her, earning him a scolding. “Why is he here?” she asked.

         “Because he gets lonely when Natalie’s at school. He keeps me company in the mornings, and I return the favor.”

         Willow gave him the evil eye. “Maybe you should have kept him instead of giving him to Natalie.”

         Yeah, maybe he should have, but he didn’t have room for Sven in his tiny house or his single life. “What’s up?” he asked, ignoring the gibe.

         Willow strolled into the office without answering his question, and that’s when Dusty noticed Amy Lyndon hovering in the doorway, eyeing Sven like he was one of those dire wolves from Game of Thrones. Why was Amy here? And why had she been having breakfast at oh dark thirty at Gracie’s?

         She looked like a windblown juvenile delinquent in those ragged jeans and that biker-girl jacket. ’Course that only proved that he knew nothing about fashion. If Amy Lyndon was wearing it, then it cost the moon. Dusty would never understand why rich folks spent good money for jeans with holes in them.

         “Good news,” Willow said in a falsely bright voice. “I’ve found you the helper you needed.” Willow gestured toward Amy. “Come on in, Amy. Dusty doesn’t bite.”

         “Does the dog?” Amy continued to eye the pooch as if Sven might attack at any moment.

         “Sit,” Dusty commanded, and Sven actually complied.

         “How’d you get him to do that?” Willow asked.

         “I don’t have any trouble with him.” He cast his glance from Willow to Amy and back again. This had April Fools’ prank written all over it. Willow was notorious for her April Fools’ pranks. Last year she’d wrapped his entire office in Bubble Wrap. This year he’d retaliated with toilet paper. Had she visited her office yet this morning? Was this her weird way of getting him back?

         “Ha-ha. Funny. But the Bubble Wrap last year was better,” he said.

         Willow’s cheeks pinked. “Um, Dusty, this isn’t an April Fools’ prank. I’m not joking. I’ve hired Amy to be your summer intern.”

         Amy took a cautious step into the office and shoved her hands into her back pockets. “Yeah. Like she said, I’m not a joke.”

         “What?”

         “You heard me,” Willow said, giving him a serious stare. “I’m sure Amy has a lot to learn from you.”

         “But—”

         Willow turned her back on him and headed toward the exit like a coward running from a fight.

         “Wait, Willow,” he said to her retreating back, but she didn’t stop.

         “You, stay right there,” Dusty said, pointing at Amy and Sven at the same time. He turned and scooted after Willow, catching up to her on the gravel walk that led to the manor house.

         “I need a hand, not an…itty-bitty, spoiled rich girl who’s scared of dogs.”

         Willow lifted her chin. “Dusty, you know better than to judge her that way.”

         Yes, he did. But it was hard not to. “Come on, Willow. She’s not strong enough to haul stuff or dig holes. She probably doesn’t even weigh a hundred pounds.”

         “I know, but here’s the deal. I never in a million years expected Amy to ever even think about getting a job, much less a minimum-wage job. I don’t know what’s gotten into her, but I think her wanting a job—any job—is a good thing. And, to be honest, getting her hands dirty will be good for her. I can’t think of anyone better than you to teach her what she needs to learn.”

         He held Willow’s gaze. “So, just to be clear,” he said, “you aren’t expecting me to treat her with kid gloves?”

         “Did I say I wanted you to do that? She’s been hired to be a seasonal helper on the maintenance crew. Do I need to e-mail you the job description?”

         “She won’t last a day.”

         “So?”

         “C’mon, Willow, you can’t be serious.”

         “I am serious. And now I’ve gotta go. Courtney and Brianna, the new wedding planner, need help managing today’s bridezillas and their equally scary mothers.”

         Dusty stood on the path for a solid minute watching his oldest friend rush back to the manor house. Well, didn’t this beat all?

         He was scratching his head as he returned to the office and found Amy backed up against the wall with Sven sitting right in front of her. The dog wasn’t doing anything but giving her his adorable cocked-head puppy-dog appraisal.

         Boy, she was a tiny thing. She’d be useless in the garden. And she was clearly scared of her own shadow. How the hell was he supposed to manage her?

         “The dog isn’t going to hurt you. He might jump up on you from time to time, but that’s only because he’s friendly,” he said.

         She jumped as if he’d hit her with a Taser. “Uh, sorry,” she said, although he couldn’t figure out what she was sorry about. Then she simpered a little, which annoyed the hell out of him. He wasn’t going to fall for that poor-little-rich-girl routine.

         “So Willow says you need this job, huh?”

         She pressed her lips together and nodded, even though her chocolate-drop eyes watered up a bit. Crying was not allowed on his crew, so he steeled his heart against the adorable, sad puppy-dog look on her face. It was a toss-up as to which of them, Amy or Sven, had the poor-pitiful-me look mastered.

         “So what do you want me to do, Dusty?” she asked.

         Her high-handed and familiar tone seemed at odds with that sad look on her face. It chapped his butt. “First of all, you will call me Mr. McNeil.”

         Did she roll her eyes? Yup, she did. He folded his arms and glared at her while the silence unreeled.

         She finally cleared her throat. “May I ask a question, Mister McNeil?”

         “Sure.”

         “When do I get paid?”

         “Paid? You gotta work first. Payday is every other Friday.” He glanced at the whiteboard calendar on the wall. “So I guess you’ll get paid in a week.”

         She paled but said nothing.

         “As for stuff you need to do, first thing is you need to go home and change clothes.”

         “What?”

         He waved at her outfit. “I’ve got a golf shirt for you, and you’ll need to get a pair of khaki pants and some work boots. Everyone on the grounds crew wears a uniform. We supply the shirts. You supply the rest.” He walked into the back storage room and rummaged through the boxes of golf shirts until he found a men’s small. It would be too large for her, but he didn’t have any women’s shirts. Amy was the first female on his crew.

         He tossed the blue shirt at her, and she managed to catch it. “It’s a busy day. We’ve got a one o’clock wedding at the chapel with a small reception afterward and a two-hundred-guest reception here starting at 6:00 p.m. The setups are mostly done for the early wedding, but we’ve got boatloads of work for the evening reception.” He checked his watch. “Be back in an hour, dressed for work.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Amy’s jaw hurt from grinding her teeth. Dusty McNeil was the most irritating, high-handed, infuriating man ever. He wanted her to fail. A pair of work boots and khaki pants? For real? Where did a person buy clothes like that with only an hour’s notice? Not to mention the fact that she had no money to buy anything.

         She drove back into town, tears stinging her eyes. She didn’t want that stupid job anyway. She’d let her pride get in the way of her good sense. Maybe the time had come for her to give up this fight and throw herself on Aunt Pam’s mercy.

         She let that thought blossom in her mind with all its permutations and complications. Pam would side with Daddy. Even worse, Aunt Pam would start planning the wedding of the century for her. There would be fights and drama. Not to mention a groom that Amy didn’t love. It would be dumb to let that happen.

         So ten minutes later she walked into the Haggle Shop, the consignment store on Liberty Avenue. She had never in her life set foot in this store, but if she needed cheap clothes, this was the place to go.

         The store must have been a furniture showroom or something, because all the interior walls had been torn out, leaving a concrete floor and cinder-block walls and rack after rack of used clothing. No fancy wallpaper or carpet here. No gilt-edged dressing rooms. And every piece of used clothing hung on a wire hanger. Amy shivered. She hated wire hangers.

         She found a rack of women’s pants but couldn’t find a single pair of khakis in any size. Either the less-well-off were wearing khakis this year and the store had sold out of them or the well-off were not donating their used khakis anymore.

         Come to think of it, Amy had never owned a pair of khakis in her life. They were…beige. And Amy liked black and red and royal blue.

         So she turned toward the men’s department, where she found khakis in abundance, including a pair in a smallish size that would stay up if belted around her waist. She would have to roll up the legs until she had enough money to get them altered. She also found a pair of size six-and-a-half hiking shoes, which almost fit her size six feet. The shoes weren’t exactly work boots, but what choice did she have? She wasn’t going to garden in her six-hundred-dollar sneakers.

         The total price for the boots and pants was fifteen dollars. It might as well have been a million.

         Amy stepped up to the counter, where a tall woman with a boyish haircut was sorting a box of baby clothes. She had a sharp blue gaze that widened in recognition the moment it landed on Amy.

         “Ms. Lyndon, welcome to the Haggle Shop. I’m Cornelia, the owner. It’s nice to meet you.” She held out a bony hand. Amy shook it. The woman had a super-strong grip.

         Cornelia glanced down at the pile of ugly clothes and then back at Amy, a question in her eyes.

         “I’m doing some painting and odd jobs, you know, so I needed some grungy clothes,” Amy explained.

         Cornelia blinked a couple of times and then gave her a fake smile, probably because Cornelia found the idea of Amy painting or doing odd jobs around the house laughable. Yesterday Amy would have agreed with her.

         “Let me see what you’ve got,” Cornelia said as she checked the price tags. “These are all pretty worn. Why don’t we call it ten bucks for the whole lot?”

         Wow. Amy wasn’t used to getting immediate discounts on merchandise. But even at ten dollars, the clothes were beyond her means. She needed to bargain the price down further—another thing she had never done in her life.

         “These clothes are literally ready for the landfill,” she said. “I feel as if you should give them to me in return for word-of-mouth advertising.”

         Cornelia stared with her mouth slightly ajar. “Um, I’m sorry, but I can’t give away my merchandise, especially to a person who can afford the price. Ten dollars is a bargain. If you want a handout, go to the Goodwill in Winchester. Although, to be honest, they only give clothes to the homeless.”

         Was that a snarky tone? Yes, definitely. And she could even understand Cornelia’s attitude. But Amy couldn’t tell this woman she was homeless. That would be a lie. Amy had choices and options that real poor people didn’t have. Amy’s situation was a result of her refusal to exercise those options.

         She cleared her throat. “I’ll make a deal with you. I’ll trade you my sneakers for these shoes and pants.”

         Cornelia appraised her sneakers. “Those aren’t Nikes or New Balance, are they?”

         “No. They’re Isabel Marants.”

         “Is that a brand name? I never heard of it. People want brand names, Ms. Lyndon.”

         And Isabel Marant wasn’t a brand name? What planet did this woman live on? Well, forget it. She loved her Isabel Marant sneakers anyway. “How about this?” Amy opened the edge of her jacket to expose the signature Burberry plaid.

         Cornelia’s eyes lit up. “I guess you wouldn’t be wearing a knockoff, huh?”

         “No, I wouldn’t.” Amy couldn’t even believe Cornelia had questioned the authenticity of her brand-name jacket.

         “So why would you trade a Burberry coat for that pile of rags? Is this some kind of April Fools’ joke?” Cornelia asked.

         “No, it’s not a joke.”

         “Okay. I’ll take the jacket for the clothes.”

         Cornelia’s response came at Amy so fast that she immediately realized her mistake. If she’d given a little thought to this, she could have gotten a whole wardrobe of hand-me-downs for the jacket.

         Cornelia wiggled her fingers, as if she couldn’t wait to get her hands on the jacket. Amy suddenly didn’t want to give it up—another cold night in the car without a jacket would be miserable. Dangerous even.

         She glanced at a rack of clothes to the left of the checkout. “Okay, you can have the Burberry in trade for the pants and the boots and that jacket right over there.” She pointed to an ugly camouflage coat with a bright orange fleece lining. The coat would undoubtedly swallow Amy whole, but its gigantic size would make it perfect as a combination coat/blanket.

         Cornelia glanced at the camo coat and then back at Amy. No doubt about it, Cornelia had put two and two together and come up with a nice, round, desperate number.

         Thank God Cornelia didn’t ask any more embarrassing questions. She merely held out her hand and said, “All right, it’s a deal. Hand over the Burberry.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Dusty had hoped that Amy Lyndon would get the message and not come back. But she returned an hour later wearing her oversized golf shirt, baggy pants with turned-up cuffs, and a pair of worn-out hiking shoes. What the hell? Had she gone Dumpster diving to find her uniform?

         She was a hot mess. And he would have sent her home again, but he needed her help because Mario Hernandez, his chief porter, had come down with some kind of stomach flu, but only after he’d hauled the chairs for this evening’s wedding reception from the barn and neatly stacked them at the side of the room awaiting their placement at the tables, which meant he’d touched every single one of them.

         Eagle Hill Manor didn’t need a member of the crew giving the wedding guests a rotavirus. So he’d sent Mario home, and now he had the perfect job for little ol’ Amy—setting up the folding chairs and wiping every single one of them down with a sanitizing cleaner.

         A kid without a brain could do this job.

         He pointed to the white resin folding chairs. “I need you to haul those chairs into position, ten to a table round. And then you need to wipe them down with this cleaner.” He gestured toward the cleaning supplies. “You got gloves?”

         She shook her head.

         Crap. He’d forgotten to tell her to get gloves. “Look, Amy, you have tomorrow off, so do us all a favor and get yourself some pants that fit and some good-quality work gloves. You’ll need them.”

         Her big brown eyes widened, but she nodded, her ponytail dancing. Damn, but she was a little-bitty thing.

         “All right, go put on those gloves.” He pointed to the rubber gloves that had been left with the cleaning supplies. “They’ll protect you from any germs Mario might have left behind before he started hurling.”

         She grabbed the gloves, but like the rest of her outfit, they were too large.

         “We’re behind on the setup for this reception, so this job has to be finished in no more than an hour. Courtney needs to make the place look pretty. Carry the chairs two at a time, under your arms. They’re stacked in rows so you can get them distributed quickly. Got it?”

         She bobbed her head again, and the ponytail continued to swing back and forth.

         “All right, let’s see you do it.”

         The itty-bitty woman took off toward the line of chairs, grabbed one, and tucked it under her arm. Unfortunately, it didn’t quite fit because she was very short, and her oversized gloves made it hard for her to hold on. As she reached for a second chair, the first one slipped from her fingers and got caught in the rolled-up hem of her pants. When she tried to catch the wayward chair, it decided to unfold itself and knocked her sideways, causing the second chair to trip her forward, right into the neatly stacked rows of folding chairs.

         She fell on her face, and the stacked chairs toppled like dominoes, leaving Amy sprawled on the floor with a dozen chairs on top of her.

         “Dusty, what the hell is going on?” Courtney Wallace, the head of special events, yelled as she rushed into the room carrying a lopsided flower arrangement that looked as if it had had an unfortunate run-in with the Tasmanian Devil. She took one look at the heap of overturned chairs and started cussing like a sailor.

         When Courtney started using four-letter words, Dusty stayed the hell away from her and tried his very best to remain calm and carry on. Courtney had a stressful job dealing with temperamental brides and their mothers. Small snafus could escalate into gigantic drama, and judging by the broken stems in the centerpiece she carried, today’s flower problems were anything but a small snafu.

         “No worries. We’ve got everything under control,” he lied. Right now, he needed someone competent to take care of the chairs. He had issues up at the chapel and on the terrace for the early wedding that required his immediate attention. He had no time to babysit his summer intern.

         He started pulling chairs off Amy, praying that she hadn’t seriously hurt herself. “Are you okay?” he asked when he finally uncovered her.

         Amy looked up at him out of her adorable puppy-dog eyes and ignited a warm, lusty flame right in his core. Whoa. His gonads needed to get back in line. She was his employee, at least for the moment. Not that he expected the charmingly cute, accident-prone debutante to last more than a couple of hours.

         “I’m okay,” she said. “I may have bruised my hip, but I’ll live.”

         Dusty extended a helping hand as she started to get up. She rejected it with enough of a flourish that he reestimated her staying power. Maybe she’d make it through a day before she quit.

         He gave her his best drill-instructor look. “Those pants are a danger to you and everyone else who works here. On Monday you need to be wearing pants that fit.”

         “I’m sorry. But these were the only pants I could get on short notice. You told me I only had an hour.” Her chin firmed, and a defiant spark fired up in her deep, dark eyes.

         “How long does it take to get a pair of khakis? It ain’t like shopping for clothes at Bloomingdale’s.”

         She put her hands on her tiny hips. “And where would you expect me to find khakis in a size four petite with an hour’s notice?”

         “She’s got a point,” Courtney said in her I’m-really-ticked-off voice.

         Dusty turned toward the director of special events, who’d just brought in another centerpiece with a bunch of broken yellow roses. “What the hell happened to that?”

         “The florist’s delivery van was T-boned by a truck. No one got hurt, much, except the centerpieces. Half of them ended up broken like this. Honestly, I’m starting to think this wedding is cursed.” Courtney put the flowers down on one of the tables and retreated into the workroom at the back of the Carriage House.

         Dusty turned back toward Amy. “As you can see, Courtney’s got a disaster on her hands. And the bride has already had about three dozen hissy fits this morning. We all need you to step up, okay? If you want to keep this job, you’ll get your ass in gear and get these chairs around these tables and then sanitize every single one of them.”

         A muscle pulsed in Amy’s jaw. “Yes, sir, Mister McNeil.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Amy got to work hauling chairs, but she didn’t try to carry them two at a time. She worked fast, carrying and wiping them down with disinfectant. All the while, Courtney fussed and fretted over the centerpieces, removing the broken roses. By the time Amy had placed and cleaned all the chairs, dozens of roses littered the floor, and Courtney had gone into bitchy wedding planner mode, screaming at some poor florist on her cell phone. From the one-sided conversation, Amy surmised that there wasn’t a yellow rose to be found in all of Northern Virginia.

         The poor bride. She’d probably spent months planning her big day down to the smallest detail, and a fender bender had messed it up. Life could be so random sometimes.

         Courtney ended her phone call and assessed the room. Amy braced herself for another volley of profanity and prepared to be bawled out. But instead, Courtney gave her a little smile and said, “Wow, you did that fast. Thanks. You can go get lunch now.”

         Lunch would have been nice if Amy had any money to buy it. But since she didn’t, she escaped to the gazebo on the western lawn, where she stretched out on one of the benches. The bright April sunshine slanted through the building’s latticework, creating a warm, cozy spot to relax…and doze off.

         Her nap didn’t last that long because Dusty—Mr. McNeil—discovered her and awakened her with a jab to the shoulder. Her eyes flew open just as he said, “I can see you’re doing your best to impress me by sleeping on the job.”

         Damn. What did she have to do to get him to lose that tone of voice? She shaded her eyes and looked up at him. The sunshine turned his blond hair golden. “No, I’m enjoying my lunch break.”

         “Lunch break ended fifteen minutes ago. Where were you?”

         “I was right here.”

         His hands met his hips in an annoyed-male stance. “Lunch for staff is served in the dining room. It’s the only perk that comes with the job.”

         Damn. She could have had a free meal? Her stomach rumbled as if it were also bawling her out.

         “I need you to weed the flower bed around the pool house,” Mr. McNeil said. “I’ve brought down a wheelbarrow with some garden tools.” He pointed over his shoulder to the footpath by the gazebo, where a heavy-looking wheelbarrow sat loaded with rakes, hoes, clippers, and other assorted tools.

         Amy stood up, her sore muscles screaming. She would not let Mister Dusty McNeil show her up. You didn’t have to be a brainiac to garden, although she was beginning to realize just how out of shape she’d become in the last few months.

          “You need to pull out the dandelions and chickweed,” Mr. McNeil said. “You know what a dandelion is, don’t you?”

         She nodded. “Of course I do.”

         “Yeah. And chickweed?”

         She nodded again, even though she had no clue. But figuring out chickweed couldn’t be that hard. It would be ugly because it was a weed. Besides, she didn’t want to admit her ignorance and have to listen to him smugly explain things to her. His whole approach to chair-carrying hadn’t exactly worked for her, had it?

         “Good. I’m glad you know something,” he snarled. “Get to work.” He left her and headed off toward the barn with a cocky stride. Amy paused a moment to admire his tight, well-formed butt. He was a looker for sure. But not a very nice man, all things considered.

         She stretched her aching muscles and dragged herself off to the wheelbarrow, which was exactly as heavy and unwieldy as it appeared. It took her almost five minutes to push it to the pool house.

         When she finally reached her destination, she was out of breath and took a moment to inspect the bed. There were, like, three dandelions growing along the edge near the footpath, but otherwise, the flower bed seemed pretty weed-free to Amy. What the hell? Had Mr. McNeil made her push the wheelbarrow just to exhaust her?

         What a douche.

         She ripped out the dandelions and stood back to admire her work. The flower beds were thick with blooming daffodils in front and flowering shrubs with long arching stems in the back. Some kind of ground cover with tiny white blooms wove its way through the dandelions. In all, it was super pretty.

         And yellow. Even the shrubs in the back had delicate four-petal yellow blossoms that contrasted nicely against the dark brown of their woody stems.

         A wonderful idea sprang to life.

         She could cut the daffodils and a few branches of the yellow shrub, tuck the flowers into the ruined centerpieces, and save the day for Courtney and the bride. No one would notice anything wrong with the flower bed because the white ground cover would hide the missing flowers.

         She went to work, cutting the daffodils and shrubs and loading them into the wheelbarrow. Then, leaving all the tools behind except for the garden shears, she hurried back to the Carriage House.

         She hoped Courtney would still be there, but the room was abandoned. Someone had put white tablecloths on the tables, but the ruined centerpieces still sat on the counters in the back workroom.

         Time was of the essence, so Amy didn’t ask permission before she went to work, tucking the daffodils into the arrangements where the yellow roses had once been and filling some of the voids with branches from the yellow shrub, whose name she didn’t know. She also redistributed the unbroken roses so that every centerpiece—there were twenty of them—had at least a few.

         It took her the better part of an hour, and all the while she anticipated Courtney’s return. Amy was positive she’d improved the flowers, making each centerpiece more dramatic and memorable, and she hoped that fixing this problem might help to convince Courtney that she had some skills as a wedding planner.

         Unfortunately, Courtney never returned. Instead, Mr. McNeil strolled into the Carriage House from the terrace and said, “Where the hell have you been?”

         “I’ve been fixing the flowers,” she said, stepping away from the centerpieces as if she were unveiling a masterpiece. She expected him to be overjoyed with her quick thinking.

         But clearly, she had miscalculated.

          “What have you done?” His blue eyes almost bugged out of his face.

         “I told you. I fixed the—”

         “Did you cut those daffodils from the flower bed by the pool house?”

         “Well, yeah, but it’s okay, because I left the white stuff and I only took a little bit of the yellow shrub.”

         “The yellow shrub is called forsythia.”

         “Oh, okay. I think it looks great in the centerpieces, don’t you?”

         “You weren’t hired to do centerpieces. You were hired to weed the bed.”

         “There weren’t many weeds.”

         “What are you talking about? The bed’s a mess; it’s got chickweed growing everywhere. Leave that. Follow me.”

         It was a command, so she followed, disappointed that she wouldn’t be able to show Courtney what she’d improvised.

         Mr. McNeil marched across the terrace and off to the pool house on his long legs. When he walked fast like that, Amy had to jog in order to keep up. And since she hadn’t been to the gym in, like, forever, she was wheezing by the time they arrived.

         “Oh, shit. I can’t believe it. You cut the daffodils and left the chickweed?”

         “Chickweed?”

         He pointed to the ground cover with the delicate white blossoms. “That stuff. It’s a weed. Obviously you lied when you said you could recognize chickweed. And also, did it ever occur to you that we planted the daffodils so they would look pretty this time of year? Those flowers will bloom for the better part of two weeks out here in the garden if it doesn’t get too warm too fast. Back there in the centerpieces, they’ll wilt before the party is over.”

         Crap. When would she learn? She had never been good at anything in her life. No matter what anyone asked her to do, she managed to screw it up.
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