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  Chapter One




   




  Mindy Winslow awoke to a hand shaking her shoulder. She rubbed her eyes then opened them to peer into a pair of gorgeous, masculine, blue greens. Her gaze traveled down to his shoulders. Maybe as wide as the Delaware River? Then to his left hand. No ring. Unmarried or gay?




  “Ms. Winslow?”




  “That’s me. We’re here already?” She glanced out the window of the bus and sat up, smoothing the wrinkles out of her sexy sweater.




  “Drew Armstrong. Lou’s attorney. I sent you a letter?” He extended his hand, and Mindy shook it. Strong grip but not crushing.




  “Oh, yeah. I have it with me.”




  “Welcome to Pine Grove.”




  She tingled as the warmth from his gaze moved down her body. How long will it take his stare to get to my breasts? She noticed a slight flush in his neck as his eyes paused at her chest before returning to her face. Didn’t take you long, handsome. Smiling up at him, she pushed to her feet to follow when he walked quickly down the aisle.




  “Luggage?” He asked her.




  She nodded at a red suitcase standing on the sidewalk where the bus driver had left it. Drew picked it up.




  “This way.” He pointed toward a black SUV parked at the curb.




  No one has carried my luggage since I left home for New York. I could get used to this.




  Drew opened the door for her before loading her suitcase in the back. Mindy slid in and closed the door. Before he slipped the key in the ignition, he turned to her, “We have a little time before Lou’s funeral. Have you eaten?”




  She shook her head.




  “How about we grab lunch then head over there? Afterward, I’ll take you wherever you’re staying.”




  “I’m staying with April McKenna’s in-laws.”




  Mindy looked out the window. The view was gray as only a November day in upstate New York could be. The trees were bare—their dead leaves gone brown on the ground swirled up into mini tornadoes as the wind picked up. Even in tiny Pine Grove, traffic was thick the Saturday before Thanksgiving, slowing their progress.




  “You’re going to be here for the wedding?” He put the car in gear and pulled out of the bus station parking lot.




  “April is my college roommate. I’m…uh, a bridesmaid.” She laughed.




  A funeral and a wedding on the same day. What do you wear? Black? White? Black and white? Change in the car? If it wasn’t so sad, it would be funny. Lou is probably laughing wherever he is.




  “I’m going to the wedding, too.”




  “Small world.”




  “In Pine Grove, it’s always a small world.” He chuckled as he turned the car into the parking lot at Homer’s, the only restaurant in town.




   




  * * * *




   




  Homer Anthony, the owner, greeted Drew with a handshake and seated them at a table by a window overlooking the lake. Mindy glanced at the dark water. “So this is Lou’s beloved Cedar Lake he always talked about.”




  Lou never told me she looked like this. Drew smiled at her. His gaze took in her long hair, so dark it appeared to be black. Almost transparent ice-blue eyes were startling in their beauty. Since Mindy’s attention was focused on the lake, he checked out her body. First stop, the scooped neck of her sweater, which revealed enough cleavage to hold his attention. Nice, at least a handful…maybe more.




  “It’s frozen. Can you skate there?”




  Drew snapped back to her face. “It can be dangerous, especially in a warmer winter. Hard to know how deep the ice actually is.”




  She shifted in her seat. Small waist, generous hips. Hate a tiny-hipped woman in bed. Nothing to grab onto. He leaned slightly to the left, hoping she didn’t notice him checking out her rear end. Can’t see much while she’s in the chair, but from here it looks perfect.




  Mindy dug a lipstick out of her purse, drawing his eyes to her lips as she slowly reapplied the pink color. His mouth went dry as he followed the trail over her sensuous lower lip. He wondered what it would feel like to have them pressed against his.




  “What’s good here?” She asked, picking up the menu before looking at him.




  “They make a great blue cheeseburger.” Food was the last thing on his mind.




  “Hmm. Haven’t had one of those in an age. Fattening, but I didn’t have breakfast, so maybe I’ll splurge.”




  The waitress arrived to fill their water glasses. Drew ordered two blue cheeseburgers with fries and Cokes.




  “Your return address says Oak Bend. Do you live there, too?”




  “I live in Pine Grove, but work in Oak Bend.”




  “How come? I’d think the benefit of being out here in the boonies is that you can live and work in the same town.”




  “I found a small house here real cheap. I’m fixing it up with Gavin’s help.” He unfolded his napkin and put it in his lap.




  “You own a house? So great to own a house.” She sat back, a smile lighting up her face.




  “Be careful what you wish for…”




  She cocked her head slightly. “What do you mean?”




  “You’ll know soon enough.” A Cheshire Cat grin stretched his lips.




  Mindy cocked an eyebrow at him.




  “What do you do for a living?” He took a sip from his water glass.




  “I’m an administrative assistant in an accounting firm. But my passion is the theater.”




  My passion is quickly becoming you and the law. “What exactly do you do in the theater?”




  “I’ve written a play. I like to direct, produce…anything that connects me…it’s like it’s in my blood. I’ve been working in experimental theater on weekends, hoping to get a break.”




  The waitress brought their food. Mindy’s eyes lit up as she gazed at the giant, juicy burger. Drew picked up his and took a healthy bite. Mindy cut hers in half before attempting to eat.




  “I’ve never seen anyone do that before,” Drew commented.




  “I grew up with two big brothers…slobs, both of them. My mom and I are dainty eaters.”




  “So where are you from, originally? New York City?”




  She laughed. “I guess I look New York by now. I come from a small town upstate. My dad has a dairy farm with my two brothers.”




  “Your family must miss you, being so far away.”




  “My dad wanted me to stay and help out on the farm…get married and settle down there. He never understood how I feel about the theater. We’ve lost touch. Everyone’s lives get so busy and all…” Her voice trailed off, and her gaze fell to her plate.




  They ate in silence for a few minutes. Now that Lou’s gone, she’s all alone. Pretty young to be completely on her own. Maybe she’ll stay here? There aren’t any women like her here.




  “What about you? Where are you from?”




  “I’m from Washington, D.C., one of five kids. I went to law school at Kensington State and got an internship at a firm in Oak Bend. After graduation, they offered me a job. So I stayed. Now I’m a partner. It’s a small firm but that gives me more freedom. I get to do lots of different things instead of the same stuff all the time.”




  “You’re settled here?”




  He took another bite of his burger and nodded.




  “How’s the single life up here…or is that too personal?” Embarrassment at her bold question brought pink to her cheeks. Even more beautiful when she blushes.




  “It stinks. We sure don’t have women up here who look like you,” he blurted out. Idiot! Shut the hell up. Smooth, real smooth. Why don’t you just ask her to take off her clothes and lie on the floor? Jerk!




  Mindy laughed, relieving some of Drew’s discomfort. “Thanks.”




  The waitress showed up with the check, giving Drew something to do. Mindy reached for her purse, but he put up his hand to stop her. “Please, it’s on me.” He reached into his back pocket for his wallet.




  “I don’t even know you.”




  “Lou would want it that way.” He pulled out some bills and tossed them on the table.




  “Yeah, that’s Lou.” Sadness returned to her eyes.




  Why can’t you shut up? She’s sad again. What’s wrong with you? You’re not usually this stupid in front of women.




   




  * * * *




   




  Drew’s SUV pulled up in front of a small white church.




  “A church? Lou was never religious,” Mindy said before she opened the car door.




  “Maybe not, but he had some old friends who belong here, and we needed a place to have this, so…”




  She nodded, following him to the front door. Her gaze traveled his length from the back, where he couldn’t see her checking him out. Slim hips, thighs almost straining against his suit pants, and those shoulders knock me out. Blond hair, short and neat…just right. He must work out. Oh, man, a cute butt, too.




  Drew opened the big, painted wooden doors and stepped aside, allowing her to pass first. Musty air and silence surrounded them. The solemn quiet sent a tremor of pain and sadness shooting through her body. Mindy raised her eyes to the end of the aisle, her gaze zeroing in on a fancy urn. Clutching a pew to steady herself, a lightheaded feeling stopped her. Lou’s ashes! She tightened her grip on the wooden bench while her thoughts returned to the day Lou died.




  “Brian! Lou’s here for the rent,” Mindy called through the bathroom door.




  “Can he come back? I have two shoots this week.”




  “He can’t come back. The rent is due…it’s always due this time, every month.”




  “As regular as you are,” Brian snickered through the closed door.




  “Very funny! Get your butt out here. How much do you have?”




  “Half.”




  “I’ll spot you, but you’d better pay me back next week.”




  “I promise.” The door opened, and Brian bent down to kiss her cheek.




  Grumbling to herself, Mindy returned to the living room. “Lou, Brian will be right out. He’s only got half, but I’m—”




  She stopped when she saw her seventy-year-old landlord slumped on the sofa with his eyes closed. “Very funny, Lou. Come on, wake up. I’m going to chip in the difference.”




  Mindy leaned over and shook his shoulder. He didn’t move. “Lou…enough with the practical jokes…” She shoved him harder, and the man fell over in a heap.




  “Brian!” Mindy screamed. “Brian!” She kept screaming until he came running.




  “He’s not moving, Bri…he’s not moving!” Her voice shook.




  Brian picked up Lou and set him back against the sofa cushions. “Call 911, Mindy.” He put his two fingers against Lou’s neck. Mindy dialed the number with a trembling hand while tears pricked at the backs of her eyes.




  “I think he’s gone, honey. I think he’s gone.” Brian’s voice was soft.




  “No!” She shouted before tears poured down her cheeks.




  Drew was at Mindy’s side right away. “Are you all right?”




  She nodded weakly. He placed a large, steady hand under her elbow and escorted her to the first row. Limp, she sank into the seat. Rooting around for a tissue, she couldn’t find the small packet she’d bought at the bus station in the city. A masculine hand gently shaking a handkerchief caught her attention. “Mom always made us boys take these. Now I know why.” He smiled at her.




  Mindy returned his grin with a grateful lifting of the corners of her mouth as she took the cloth from him. Drew claimed the seat next to her moments before a minister entered from a door camouflaged as a panel. An organist piped up from an instrument hidden behind a screen, and Lou’s favorite Beethoven sonata filled the air. Mindy tried to concentrate on the words the minister was saying, but she couldn’t focus. Unable to tear her gaze away from the urn that held the remains of her friend of six years, pain stabbed at her heart.




  At one point, the man talking stopped. He introduced a few people who stepped up to the podium and said a few words about Lou. These were his oldest friends, friends from his childhood and early adult years in Pine Grove. There was a pause, then she heard her name mentioned.




  “He wants you to come and say a few words,” Drew whispered in her ear. “Do you feel up to it?”




  She smoothed the badly wrinkled paper she had been folding and refolding in her lap while the others spoke. Unfolding it one more time, she put her hand on the armrest and pushed herself into an upright position. One knee started to shake, and she thought she was going to fall to the floor until Drew took her arm. He escorted her up to the podium, then stepped back, waiting for her to speak.




  “Lou Chambers was like a father to me. He took me in when I had no money and gave me a place to live. He helped me get a job. Lou believed in me when no one else did. He encouraged me, listened to me…read my script for hours and hours, revision after revision. Lou always had time for me, no matter what.




  “He had a tradition of coming for dinner on Mondays, the day the theaters are closed. I learned how to cook some great things for those visits. Learning is a word that comes to mind when I think of him…he taught me how to fill out a job application, file my income taxes, bake bread, and be…an independent person. The other word that comes to mind is love. I loved Lou.”




  Her chin quivered, and she stopped to take a deep breath. “I may have been the daughter he never had, but he was the father I always wanted. I’ll miss you, Lou, and I’ll never forget the things you taught me.” Tears streaked down her face. She gripped the podium for dear life—so tight the tips of her fingers turned white—as she held herself upright. Drew stepped forward to take her arm when the door in the back burst open and a devastatingly handsome, breathless young man rushed up the aisle. Mindy looked up. “Brian!”




  He took Mindy in his arms for a hug. Drew stood still while Brian escorted the trembling young woman back to her seat. Once seated, Brian kept hold of her hand as she dabbed her face with Drew’s handkerchief. Mindy’s was the last speech. The minister droned on about there being a reception at Mary McGinty’s house, but Mindy wasn’t listening. Sadness rocketed through her body, paralyzing her. With one young man on each side of her, Mindy slowly regained her composure. Mourners arose and filed slowly out of the church. When the church emptied out, only the three young people remained.




  “I’m sorry I didn’t get here sooner. Did I miss anything?”




  Mindy shook her head. “Brian Kirby, Drew Armstrong.” Mindy waved her hand from one to the other and back again.




  “Do you want to go to the reception? I can drive you and your boyfriend…” Drew offered.




  “Boyfriend?” Brian let out a laugh.




  “He’s more likely to be your boyfriend than mine. Brian is my roommate. He’s gay.” Mindy pushed to her feet.




  Drew let out a breath. “Offer still stands. Where do you want to go?”




  “I have a wedding to attend tonight…and you, Brian?” She turned to face him.




  “I couldn’t miss Lou’s funeral, so Giorgio drove me up. He’s outside. We’re staying in a bed and breakfast tonight, then driving back tomorrow.”




  Mindy took his hand. “I’m so glad you’re here.”




  “Gotta shove off, you know how impatient Gee gets.” He drew her into his arms for another hug.




  “It’s okay. You came…that’s all that matters.” She kissed his cheek. “Drew? Would you mind taking me to April’s?”




  “Of course.” Drew extended his hand to Brian, who shook it while giving the good-looking attorney the once over.




  “Straight as an arrow, aren’t you?”




  Drew laughed and nodded.




  “Damn! He’s all yours, Mindy.” Brian leaned over to kiss her once more, then was gone as quickly as he had arrived.




  Drew took her elbow, escorting her slowly toward the door. She eyed his handkerchief, crumpled into a ball held tightly in her fist. “Oh, my. I’ll wash this and get it back to you.”




  “No rush.” He opened the car door for her.




  Glancing at her before he put the car in gear, Drew broached a new topic. “I’d like to do the reading of the will at ten tomorrow, even though its Sunday, if that’s okay with you. Think you’re up to it?”




  “Might as well get it out of the way,” she sighed, shifting her gaze to the bleak scenery.




  “There’s a lot to go over in the next week, so we should get started tomorrow…since Thursday’s Thanksgiving and all.”




  “No problem.”




  As he pulled the SUV out of the parking lot, heading to April and Gavin’s house, Drew spoke up. “Brian’s your roommate?”




  “And best friend. Don’t let his looks fool you, Brian is a very talented actor. He models while he waits for acting jobs. We’ve been collaborating on a play.”




  “Collaborators and roommates, like, you sleep in the same bed with him?” Drew’s eyes widened.




  “No, no…we share a two bedroom apartment,” Mindy chuckled.




  “Didn’t mean to pry…”




  “Yes you did. It’s okay.” Mindy turned her gaze to the side window. “Is it far to April’s place? Only four hours until her wedding. She’ll be wondering where I am.”




  “We’re almost there.” Drew kept his eyes on the road.




  “She’s already legally married, you know.”




  “Everyone in town knows they eloped because their families were a pain in the butt.”




  “This should be some wedding.” Mindy shivered.




  “They’re getting married at Homer’s.”




  “Good, they can clean up if a food fight breaks out.”




  Drew chuckled as he threw the car in park.




  The front door opened, and April McKenna Dailey came running out of the log cabin. Mindy scooted out of the car as fast as she could. Gavin stood in the doorway, grinning, watching the two women shriek with joy and hug each other. Gavin nodded to Drew, who returned the gesture.




  “Ready to face this?” Drew asked his friend.




  “Not sure, but it’s planned, so we’re going through with it. Just happy we’re already married, so if the fur starts flyin’, it won’t matter,” he chuckled.




  Mindy and April walked arm-in-arm up the stairs and into the house, followed by the men.




  “You never told me Mindy was so…so…” Drew began.




  “Hell, I never met her before. She’s something, isn’t she?”




  “Are you kidding? She’s…awesome.”




  The men laughed.




  April had hot Chai tea and homemade scones ready for them. The four sat down at their dining room table. April served the refreshments, chattering away at Mindy about the wedding details.




  Drew bit into a cranberry scone. “This is delicious.”




  “Laura’s recipe,” April said.




  Mindy shot a quizzical look at her friend.




  “Gavin’s aunt. You’ll get to know them ‘cause you’re going to be staying there. Our guest room isn’t ready yet, and they have a comfortable apartment on their third floor. I hope you don’t mind.”




  “Sounds wonderful. Besides, tonight is your wedding night!”




  They all laughed.




  “I’ll run you over there if you want,” Drew offered.




  “Do you know them?”




  “Everyone knows Laura and Barney Dailey. And I mean that in a good way.”




  “Sure.” I think he likes me. My date for the wedding? Beginning to look like it.




  Once in the car, Mindy took the opportunity to get the lowdown on the wedding problems. “So why are they getting married again? April never said anything, just that she eloped. Then she said her dad and mom were throwing her a real wedding now. I don’t get it.”




  “Seems like Laura and Barney and April’s folks didn’t get along. Fighting like cats and dogs, so April and Gavin decided to get married on their own and not wait for them to get their act together.”




  “Gotta give them credit.” Mindy took in the scenery.




  “I do. I’d never let anyone’s family get in the way of marrying a woman I loved.”




  Her head snapped around. She stared at him. “Ever been engaged?”




  “Not yet,” he admitted, turning onto Lake Drive




  “Me, neither. I’m happy on my own.” She turned the car heater up slightly.




  “Oh?” He glanced at her then back at the road.




  “I date and stuff…but I’m in no hurry to march to the tune of a man. I had enough of that with my father and brothers.”




  “I hardly think of marriage as ‘marching to the tune of a man’.”




  “Then what is it for a woman?” She faced him.




  “A loving, give-and-take relationship.”




  “What fairytales are you reading?” She cocked an eyebrow at him.




  “Look at April and Gavin.” He slowed the vehicle to make a turn.




  “They’re the exception.”




  “Then I plan to be an exception, too. I like what they have.”




  Mindy sat quietly staring at him. God, he’s making my stomach knot just looking at him. Loving relationship? If Gavin can do it, maybe he can, too. What the hell do I care? I’m moving on in a couple of days.




  “And what exactly do they have?”




  Drew pulled into the Dailey’s driveway. “We’ll have to continue this later. Can I pick you up tonight?”




  “You asking to be my date for the wedding?” She threw the blunt question at him.




  “Guess so…yeah.” He blushed.




  “Wedding’s at six. Come get me at five,” she said before opening the car door.




  “Got it.” Drew lugged her suitcase up on the front porch and rang the bell. Mindy smelled several mouth-watering aromas wafting from the house. Drew sniffed the air. “Laura’s one of the best cooks in town, probably in the whole county.”




  “Smells like it.”




  The door was opened by a large man in his early sixties with a full head of gray hair. He wore overalls and a big smile. “You must be Mindy. April’s been chattering on about you for weeks. Come on in. Can I help you with that, Drew?”




  “Thanks, Barney, I got it.”




  Mindy stepped across the threshold and was immediately enveloped in warmth. The house had the sugary scent of luscious baked goods. The hot oven had warmed the house more than usual for country houses in November. She removed her jacket and looked around. The neat living room was spacious yet cozy. With over-stuffed chairs and a sofa—covered in floral prints with a touch of blue to match the walls—the exceptionally tidy room looked inviting.




  “Right this way,” Barney said, showing Drew the door to the upstairs apartment.




  Laura, a slim, tall woman in her early sixties with white hair, joined them. She wore a gingham apron and wiped her hands on a dish towel as she approached.




  “So much to do for this shindig,” she muttered. “You must be Mindy?”




  Mindy extended her hand, but Laura grasped the young woman in a warm embrace instead.




  “Any dear friend of April’s is like family to us. Welcome, Mindy.”




  Tears stung the back of Mindy’s eyes. Their warmth and friendliness overwhelmed her. I wish this was my family. She tried to form words, but the lump gathering in her throat made speech impossible. She resorted to a wide grin and a nod.




  “Come on, come see the apartment. I think you’ll like it.”




  She followed the older woman up a steep flight of stairs that led right into the apartment living room. This one was smaller, but also cheerful in peach and yellow with a comfortable-looking sofa and two wing chairs. Laura showed her the small Pullman kitchen, then the bedroom, decorated in lavender and cream. Oh my God, this is like a little enchanted cottage in a fairy land somewhere. Or a set for a play.




  “I hope you’ll be comfortable here. Please stay as long as you like.”




  “This is lovely, Mrs. Dailey…”




  “Everyone calls me Laura.”




  “So incredibly charming, Laura, I’ll never want to leave.”




  “We’d love to have you for a long while. We miss having Gavin up here. The patter of big feet,” Laura said, then laughed at her own joke.




  “This looks great. Thank you for having me.”




  Drew put her suitcase in the bedroom, then they all marched back downstairs.




  “I’m sorry but I have a ton to do for the wedding, so please excuse me,” Laura said before returning to the kitchen.




  “I’m first in the shower, according to Laura’s schedule. I’d better go now so there’s enough hot water,” Barney said before departing.




  Drew checked his watch. “I’m wearing a suit. Got my jacket in the car, so I’m ready to go. I’d guess you’ve got some work to do.”




  “Work? Do you think it’s work to make myself presentable?” Mindy put her hands on her hips.




  “No, no, I didn’t mean…”




  “Then what did you mean?”




  “I only meant women take a while…”




  “Oh? So now it’s women…all women or just ugly old me?”




  “You, ugly?” He started to laugh. “You’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen.”




  Silence fell on the room. Drew’s cheeks colored. He headed for the door.




  “Really?” She asked, pulling on his arm.




  “Don’t you look in the mirror? Do you need me to tell you what everyone in the world can see?”




  “You don’t have to get huffy. It’s not every day I get a compliment like that.”




  “Well…it should be,” he said. He leaned down and kissed her lightly on the lips.




  “What was that for?” She ran her tongue over her bottom lip.




  “Break the ice. Then the goodnight kiss won’t be the first.” Desire flickered briefly in his eyes, his smile wide.




  Mindy blew out a breath.




  “See you at five,” Drew said before closing the front door behind him.




  Mindy almost ran up the steps. Damn, I’ve only got an hour and a half!




   




   




   




  Chapter Two




   




  By four o’clock, havoc reigned at Homer’s, where the sign on the restaurant’s front door said McKenna Dailey Wedding Only. Barbara McKenna and her husband, Martin, were there trying to get everything set up. A small party room had been closed off for the bride. Barbara was in the kitchen, while Martin tried to find something to occupy his time.




  “Check the flowers, Martin,” Barbara said before returning to the chef.




  Martin went out to the front door. Then he looked on the large terrace. Finally, he ended up in the pool table area, and still he didn’t see any flowers. He returned to the kitchen. “There aren’t any flowers.”




  “What? Are you sure? There are supposed to be carnations, chrysanthemums, and lilies…pots of them. You need to find those. Arrange some on each side of the aisle. Laura told me Barney ordered the flowers.”




  “There aren’t any flowers in the restaurant, Barb. I don’t see any aisle, either.”




  “Then find them! And leave me alone! Can’t you see I have enough to deal with here? We only have food for fifty people and seventy-five decided to come! I’m at the end of my rope. Go and get those damned flowers and set them up by the aisle.”




  “What aisle?”




  “The aisle you’re walking down with your daughter. Martin, are you trying to aggravate me?”




  “I don’t have any idea where the aisle is supposed to be.”




  “In the room behind the pool table. You’re driving me nuts! Get out of here.”




  With that, she shoved him out the door. Martin went to the place where the aisle was supposed to be. He found some white velvet fabric rolled up. He picked up the roll and threw it out. However, he didn’t get a firm grasp on the end, and the entire roll flew out of his hands, knocking over several glass candle holders, which shattered on the floor. The noise brought Homer out of his office.




  “I’ll pay for those. I promise,” Martin said, trying to sound contrite.




  “Damn right you will. What the hell are you doing?”




  “Trying to set up the aisle?”




  “Don’t you know anything? It goes this way. Roll the fabric out carefully. Then put the flowers on either side.”




  “Okay, okay,” Martin said.




  “And sweep up that mess!” Homer tossed a broom at Martin. “Better not let the Missus find out what you did. Check the fabric for broken glass, too. Geez. Some guys just don’t get it.” Homer shook his head briefly, then returned to his office.




  Martin began to sweep. The flowers. The flowers. They must be here somewhere. He became obsessed with sweeping, determined to pick up every little piece of glass. If April kneels here, she’ll cut herself. He went in search of a dustpan, but couldn’t find one. Finally, he sucked up his pride and knocked on Homer’s door.




  “Homer, do you know where I can find…the flowers!” His eyes grew wide.




  “Yeah, so? Where did you think they were?”




  “Why I…I…dustpan?”




  Homer handed one to him. “Hurry up! Guests will be here in half an hour, and you don’t have the aisle set up yet? Damn. You’re gonna catch hell.”




  Homer closed the door. Martin swept up the glass and threw it out, before sticking his head in the kitchen.




  “What?” Barbara fairly screamed at him.




  “I found the flowers,” he said.




  “Well good for you! Now get out! Laura is coming over with extra food any second. Wait a minute? You just found the flowers? You mean the aisle isn’t set up yet? Did I hear a crash a little while ago? That better not have been you, Martin McKenna!” Barbara threatened him with the wooden spoon in her hand, causing him to bow out quickly.




  He grabbed the fabric and got down on his knees. He slowly rolled out the fabric the way Homer had told him to. While going to get the flowers, he heard April’s plaintive voice.




  “Daddy? I need you.”




  Under normal circumstances those words would have been music to his ears. For some time, April hadn’t needed him for much of anything other than signing checks. He smiled and puffed out his chest…until he remembered he had to set up the flowers. He scurried to April’s room and knocked on the door.




  “Commere,” April commanded. “I can’t get this damn dress buttoned up right.” She turned her back to him. “This is why I didn’t want to do this in the first place. Look at how frazzled I am. Mom is a wreck and…and you…”




  “I’m not frazzled, April,” Martin said, undoing the buttons and lining them up properly.




  “So much better to elope,” she muttered.




  “I don’t think so. I get to walk you down the aisle…something I’ve dreamt of from the day you were born.”




  “Really?” There was wonder coupled with a dash of disbelief in her voice.




  “Is that so hard to believe, sweetheart?” He slowly closed up the back of her white dress.




  When he finished, he planted a kiss on the top of her head and turned her around. “You are the most beautiful bride ever, April.”




  Her dark eyes shone with pride. “Thanks, Dad.”




  Martin sank into a chair, looking at his daughter. April began to fidget.




  “You’re making me nervous, staring at me. Don’t you have something to do? Have you finished the aisle Daddy?”




  “Oh, damn! You mother’s going to kill me.”




  Martin checked that the aisle was where he left it. Once satisfied it was lined up correctly, he went to the office. Recent watering made the pots of flowers heavy. He tried to lift two.




  “Sure you got those?” Homer asked.




  He nodded. No, he wasn’t sure. He wasn’t one bit sure but not about to admit that to Homer, the arrogant bastard. He tightened his grip. The pots were damp, which made them slippery. Martin had them balanced precariously. When he was almost at the aisle, the pot of lilies slipped right out of his hand and crashed on the floor, breaking into a million pieces. Soggy earth scattered all over, some landing on the pure white aisle fabric. Panic drove him from room to room, searching for the broom. He gingerly brushed the dirty broom over the white fabric. It whisked most of the dirt off but left a coating of dusty dirt wherever it touched.




  “Shit! If Barbara sees that, I’m dead meat!”




  He whipped his white handkerchief out of his pocket and got down on the floor to try to get rid of the dust. Rubbing only made it worse.
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