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				To my brother who by example gave me enough courage to step on stage. I cherish every hour we spent at the piano, belting out show tunes.

	
Acknowledgments

				I am greatly influenced by music. The basic concept for this book came from a couple questions prompted by a popular song. My questions were, “What kind of woman stands up and stops a wedding, and what kind of groom runs off with the wedding crasher?” After much thought, my answer became Crashing the Congressman’s Wedding.

				The heroine and I share a profound respect for community theatre. The caliber of performances entertaining theatregoers in towns big and small throughout the United States simply dazzles. I urge you to support your local arts community. From performers to musicians to set designers and costumers, chances are there is immense and powerful talent wherever you live just waiting to hear your applause.

	
CHAPTER ONE

				Alice shoved her feet into rhinestone-studded pumps, checked her teeth for smudges of red lipstick and dashed out the door onto the porch. She had exactly twenty minutes to get to church. Digging into her late mother’s beaded clutch, Alice cursed her missing keys and walked as she rummaged, wishing a chat with the mail lady hadn’t put her behind schedule.

				Ruff. Mouse ran a zigzag pattern across the front yard, brushing filthy fur against her toile skirt.

				“Stop it. You’re dirty.” Alice waved the dog away, but he brushed by again, causing her to stumble and step in a pile of … 

				“Crap!” She threw her handbag to the ground and stared at the clump of brown on the tip of her shoe. “Are you serious?” She tossed her head back and roared at the cloudless sky. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

				Stomping her way back to the porch, she kicked off the shoe and scraped the toe in the too-tall grass. Dog doo smashed between the rhinestones. Alice growled, dropped the shoe to the ground and limped into the house, heading straight for her only other pair of remotely matching heels … character shoes. Wearing beige stage shoes wasn’t the fashion statement she hoped to be making today, but she didn’t have a choice. She was already late, and the only place to buy shoes in Harmony Falls was the thrift store, which was closed for the congressman’s wedding.

				These were the moments when Alice missed her mother most. She kissed fingertips and pressed them to Mama’s face, smiling at Alice from behind dusty glass. “Tough day, Mama. Wish you were here.”

				With a frown, Alice hastily fastened the shoes, leaving too much slack. At least the whole day hadn’t been a bust. Shirley had delivered mail early on account of the wedding, and in her hand was a letter from the Arts Foundation. Alice’s application was a finalist, which put her one step closer to opening an honest-to-God theatre in Harmony Falls. No more The Sound of Music in the park pavilion. No more Peter Pan in the church social hall. No more Poor Little Alice Cramer, the girl with impossible dreams.

				 She sighed and then smiled, determined not to let the bad parts of the day drown out the good.

				Ten minutes remained, and Alice still had no idea where to find her keys. For all she knew, Mouse stole them again so he could chew on her lucky rabbit’s foot. When she rolled her eyes, she noticed her brother’s keys hanging on the hook by the door where he’d left them when he rode off with a group of deadbeat friends. Her nose crinkled. Charlie’s car smelled like cigarettes and was littered with trash, but it would get her to the church faster than walking.

				Snagging the metal off the hook, Alice tiptoed through the grass (careful not to step in anything questionable) and scooped her purse from the front yard before plopping into the driver’s seat of Charlie’s car.

				“Ouch!” She dug a hand underneath yards of scratchy skirt and pulled out a tiara. The glistening crown was pretty. A bit odd, too. And it definitely wasn’t hers. She tossed the headpiece into the backseat and shook her head. How Charlie managed to get any woman into this car willingly was beyond Alice. She kicked aside empty paper cups, shut the ashtray, rolled down the windows and pressed pedal to the floor all the way to church.

				Making it with a few minutes to spare, Alice paused at the back of the sanctuary, smiling down the lily-lined aisle at the smoking hot man standing before the altar. His tuxedo was tailored, his shoulders were back and his hair was impeccably groomed. He’d worn the same lift to his blond bangs since high school. Back then, the fashionable hair blended with city-bought clothes to make him look even more privileged than he was. Now, almost fifteen years and two professional titles later, the flip of his bangs made her smile, because she recognized it for what it was — who he was — a predictable, responsible, creature of habit.

				Alice sighed, smoothed a hand over the snug bodice of her dress and tried to remember a time when she didn’t love Justin Mitchell.

				He saw her then, and she dug deep into her theatrical bag of tricks to smile with a sincerity that would charm sight-challenged ladies in a theatre’s back row. He bought it, smiled back, and Alice imagined the fine lines crinkling around his green eyes. The breath she tried to take stuck in her too-small throat, and she remembered she needed to walk, needed to move, needed to take her place. This wasn’t the time for longing or regrets. This was a wedding.

				The man she loved was getting married.

				But he wasn’t marrying her.

				Alice released the misery with a shake of her head and then scanned the noisy crowd for friendly faces. Ken and Carole Flemming sat three pews from the altar, three pews too close to the fire, with an empty space between them where Kory should be. Today of all days, Alice missed her best friend, but resident doctors didn’t get time off for non-family weddings — even if those weddings featured small-town royalty.

				 Sucking a mouthful of air, Alice took a step down the aisle. Although she preferred Mrs. Flemming’s quiet smile to the rambunctious fawning of just about everyone else in town, for once in her life the attention that went along with a walk down the center aisle wasn’t appealing. Alice chose relative anonymity in the back of the church instead.

				 She slid into the pew and studied the groomsmen, imagining her brother in the mix. Aside from Will and Mark Mitchell, Charlie knew Justin longest; he deserved to be up there, too. She closed her eyes and pictured Charlie cleaned up, with his bow tie tilted and his boutonniere hanging off his lapel. But when she opened her eyes, he wasn’t there. Congressman Mitchell couldn’t take the risk. Bonds of childhood friendship were no match for the potential embarrassment of having a drunk at the front of the church.

				 Alice’s stomach clenched as she wondered if Charlie was sober today — wherever he was. If not, she prayed he stayed safe and out of too much trouble. She’d been praying for that a lot lately. And she’d keeping praying and hoping it wasn’t too late, that Charlie wouldn’t end up like their father.

				The thoughts tugged acid into Alice’s throat, and she held a hand to her mouth. Dropping her shoulders on a heavy exhale, her head followed. Too much emotion for one day. A loose piece of silver thread hung from the bottom of her skirt, and she felt tears that had nothing to do with the thread.

				If it weren’t for the false eyelashes and extra coats of mascara, she’d have allowed herself a good cry. Justin was getting married, and although she knew this day would come, the finality hit hard.

				She sniffed, dabbed beneath her eyes with her knuckles and lifted her head, smile firmly in place. The church teemed with people who had every reason to celebrate. Congressman Justin Mitchell, chief financial officer of Mitchell Company, Inc., was making good on his late father’s promise to bring life to this dying town. His congressional term set the stage for tax breaks and corporate-friendly zoning, and his arranged marriage would align the two most powerful families in the state. It didn’t hurt that as a wedding present, the bride’s uncle promised his new plastics plant to Harmony Falls.

				So Alice loved Justin. Big deal. Who was she to stand in the way of progress?

				Maisy Carmicheal twisted in her pew. “You look lovely, dear.” She smiled at Alice and adjusted her cotton candy pillbox hat. For a beautician, the woman wouldn’t know style if it stole her ugly hat and slapped her upside the head. “Wait until you see the bride. Perfection. My best updo ever.”

				“I’m sure.” Alice held her eyes firmly in place despite the urge to let them roll down the aisle. Of course Morgan Parrish was perfect. Her father was the mayor. His power and money made certain she was skinny, educated, and flawless — everything Alice wasn’t.

				More tears burned the backs of Alice’s eyes, but before a drop could fall, a flash of red passed on the Alice’s left. Josie Parrish stopped beside Maisy’s pew. “The combs aren’t holding,” she hissed. “Help me, Maisy. This is a disaster. I can’t believe she lost that tiara. I told her that bachelorette party was a foolish idea.”

				Tiara? Hmmm. Alice watched the bride’s mother grab Maisy around the wrist and pull her out of the sanctuary. A tiara. Like the one Alice sat on in the front seat of Charlie’s car? No. Alice couldn’t imagine Morgan ever stooping low enough to accept a ride from the likes of Charlie. And why would Charlie have been anywhere near Morgan’s bachelorette party?

				Alice shook her head. The tiara in Charlie’s car couldn’t be the same tiara Morgan was missing. Besides, after all the years of friendship, Charlie would never hurt Justin.

				 But a drunk Charlie did things a sober Charlie would never do.

				Alice winced. Absolutely not. She refused to believe it. This was just an uncanny coincidence. And yet … how many tiaras were floating around Harmony Falls?

				 She looked at Justin. He held his hands waist high and alternated squeezing palms, first the right on top and then the left. From the back of the church, she couldn’t see him clearly, but she bet he was chewing his bottom lip. He always chewed when he was worried. She couldn’t shake the feeling that maybe he had something to chew about.

				 A few minutes later, Maisy returned to her pew. “Just a little hair snafu, but I worked my magic. The bride is officially breathtaking,” she said, gloating loudly enough for several rows to hear.

				Alice fidgeted, trying to push thoughts of missing tiaras out of her head. She scratched at her tight bodice, picking at a hard piece of plastic that ran up her side and dug into her right breast. When she did, her elbow bumped the man sitting next to her.

				“You look pretty, Alice.” The Mitchell’s ancient gardener smiled and tipped his hat. “Just like Marilyn Monroe.”

				“That’s sweet, Tubby. Thank you.” Never mind that the dress was about as comfortable as a potato sack. She didn’t remember it being so itchy when she wore it last year in Hello, Dolly. Then again, with no operating budget for her twice-a-year productions, the dress hadn’t been dry-cleaned since.

				Alice sighed again. Maybe borrowing a dress from the costume closet wasn’t the best idea, but her alternatives weren’t any better. Wear a frock from the thrift store or drop a bundle on a trip to the city and a dress she’d never wear again. In all honesty, this was hardly the occasion to splurge. She’d have worn black if she thought she could’ve gotten away with it.

				Tubby started humming show tunes under his mint-scented breath, and Alice wondered if he recognized the dress. She slipped down in the pew, wishing she could hold her head up high, wanting just once to attend a Mitchell affair without sitting in the back with the outcasts. But Johnny Cramer made sure his daughter knew her place. Even though he died years before Mama, his words rang clear: “When they look at us, all they see is trash, baby. The sooner you realize it, the better off you’ll be.”

				Yeah? Well, Alice realized it — and she was tired of waiting for the better-off part. All she needed was the grant money, and she’d have a real brick and mortar theatre. She’d know her place then, and everyone else would know her place, too.

				Alice Catherine Cramer belonged in the spotlight, not in the audience. She deserved applause, not pity. And with that little pep talk, she smiled, fidgeted again and pressed her back to the uncomfortable pew.

				A crinkled hand landed on her leg. “Maybe I’m the only one who thinks it, but that boy’s making a mistake.” Tubby shook his head. “A man should be happy on his wedding day, and he’s not happy.”

				Alice blinked. Her mouth fell open, and she almost agreed, but before the words tumbled out, trumpets blasted through the church, and Molly Lunsford, cousin of the bride, tossed a handful of rose petals over the white runner near Alice’s pew. She looked like a cherub with ringlet curls. The crowd oohed and aahed, and the child bowed. After another handful of petals hit the ground, the little girl sprinted down the aisle toward her papa, where he scooped her into his arms and planted a kiss to her cheek.

				Sweet. Alice stole a glance at Justin. Despite the precious child and chuckles from the pews, he was somber, and his misery made her heart hurt. Before she could dwell too much on Justin’s lack of happiness, creampuff bridesmaids strolled past, each one stuffier and stiffer than the next. Alice didn’t know most of them. They were outsiders, Morgan’s friends from a fancy law school in Connecticut, with poufy hair, chandelier earrings and bright pink lips. They looked like the cast of Willy Wonka threw up all over the stage.

				And then Morgan appeared. The only thing missing was the choir of angels. She was five foot ten with hair of spun silk and a designer dress flown in from France. Whatever the Parrish family had paid for all those layers of lace, they paid too much, Alice thought, smoothing her hand-me-down dress over clenched thighs. She imagined all the overpriced clothes Morgan would buy with the Mitchell family money. What a waste.

				The Justin Alice knew wasn’t like that. He spent his money, drove new cars, and owned nice homes, but he gave a lot of his money away, and he looked best in blue jeans and a faded Penn State hat with the brim brushing his neck. Morgan wanted to change him, starting with the push to move to D.C. and the “for sale” sign in Justin’s front yard. If the banshee got her way, Justin would turn into suit-and-tie-wearing Congressman Mitchell full-time and leave Harmony Falls for good.

				As much as the thought depressed Alice, his complete transformation was for the best. When Plain Old Justin was around, Alice couldn’t breathe. The lines blurred. He didn’t seem so off limits wearing faded jeans and a crooked smile, and she didn’t feel so unworthy. In those moments, dreams of being together spilled into her days, and she wasted time walking around a fool in unrequited love.

				Thankfully, it’d been a long time since Alice had been stuck in the “I love Justin” rut. She was happy with the direction her life was headed. After today, she hoped the rut would be permanently patched. A girl could dream, couldn’t she? Yes, she could. Even if those dreams weren’t likely to come true.

				A trumpet blast startled Alice as Morgan floated down the aisle with her nose in the air. Alice refused to fawn over a bratty bride, so she focused on the groom instead. His face lengthened and two shadows slashed his cheeks. There wasn’t an ounce of joy in the man.

				 Smile, Justin. Although it would hurt Alice more to see him smile, even the smallest sign of happiness would set her free with the knowledge that at least one of them was getting what they wanted. The idea that he harbored second thoughts pushed her to the edge of the pew.

				 Smile, Justin. She willed her thoughts over the terrible trumpeting.

				But Justin wilted further. There was no shine, no sparkle, no … tiara.

				Alice gasped. What if the tiara in Charlie’s car was Morgan’s? What if they … ? She slapped a hand over her mouth. Charlie had been known to romance anything with the right parts, and Morgan’s parts were in demand. If Charlie had been drunk, it was possible he made a move.

				Oh, God. Alice bit the inside of her cheek. She’d been called a drama queen more times than she could count. Was she being overly dramatic now?

				 While the Parrish side of the wedding party beamed, the Mitchell side paled. Even Mark, the youngest and goofiest brother, looked worried. And why shouldn’t he be? Everything was wrong. This wasn’t a wedding march, this was a funeral dirge. The black cloud that appeared over Harmony Falls the day Justin’s daddy died had grown into a full-blown storm with Justin directly in its path. And he didn’t deserve to be. He was a good man who spent his days helping everybody else. Now it was time for somebody to help him.

				The honorable thought carried Alice to her feet. She gulped a few mouthfuls of air, trying to gain courage. “Stop.” The shaky command travelled a few pews.

				Half the church looked at Alice instead of the bride.

				“Can I talk to Justin?” Alice spoke louder this time, pushing out of the pew and into the aisle. “It’ll only take a minute. I promise.”

				Alice hadn’t heard so many gasps since she fell off the pavilion stage into the shrubs during opening night of A Chorus Line. But she kept her eyes on a gaping Justin, and blocked out the rest.

				“Daddy, she’s ruining my wedding.”

				 Mayor Parrish stepped in front of his whining daughter and cut off Alice’s view of the groom.

				Alice stopped cold, watching the mayor move closer. “Justin, I … ”

				A couple hands wrapped around her upper arms, and Alice felt tugged from behind. “Let’s go, little lady. No time for drama. This here ain’t a thee-a-ter.”

				Alice didn’t know whose hands were dragging her from the church. Frankly, she didn’t care. Her character shoes caught on the runner as Mayor Parrish turned to console his daughter, and that was when Alice saw Justin, his mouth still hanging open.

				 “She’s missing her tiara.” Alice looked away from Justin and over the gaping crowd. “Charlie has it.” Her voice cracked.

				“Get out,” Morgan screeched.

				The next thing Alice knew, heavy doors shut in her face and Gilbert Hoover plopped her on a cement step. “Go home, little lady. Fix yourself some tea. It’ll be all right. You’ll see.”

				What did Gilbert know about all right? He pumped gas for a living. He lived in a doublewide. The pancake breakfast was his idea of gourmet “eats.” This town was mad, and she was neck-deep in their insanity. Well, no more. It might be honorable to help a man who was making a terrible mistake, but from now on, Alice Cramer was only helping herself.

				Justin could marry the banshee. Alice was going home. She lifted her skirt and stomped barefoot down the church steps.

				“Where’re your shoes?” Gilbert called.

				It seemed her dignity wasn’t the only thing Alice left lying in the aisle.

				• • •

				Justin stared at his beet-red bride-to-be as she cowered in her father’s arms. Strands of inky silk slid from her hair combs and stuck to her wet cheeks. “What’s going on?”

				She burrowed deeper into her father’s chest. “Alice is crazy.”

				Maybe. Charlie’s little sister had done a lot of crazy things in her life, but standing up in church without good reason seemed extreme, even for a Cramer.

				Between Morgan’s sniffles, Justin could’ve heard a boutonniere pin drop in the stricken church. He glanced at his mother, sitting stoically in the front pew. No doubt she figured he had a plan to get the situation under control. But for the first time since his father died, leaving the job of diplomacy to him, Justin was at a loss for words.

				 He should probably start with an apology to his mother and permit her the ‘I-told-you-so.’ She’d warned him time and time again about the damage Charlie could do to his reputation. He glanced at Morgan, picturing her missing tiara sitting atop her head. Apparently she didn’t get the same lecture.

				Sickness swirled in Justin’s stomach, and a flash interrupted his speculative trance. The bright light drew his attention down the aisle to a large man with an even larger camera taking photos of the twirling flower girl. At least someone was having fun. But as soon as the sarcastic thought faded, another more ominous thought formed. That man, that camera, could ruin Justin by capturing an unsavory, unscripted moment and putting it on display.

				 Justin’s chest clenched. He had a choice to make. He could either go through with what he once thought of as a politically advantageous wedding solely to save face and as a result, risk life with a duplicitous woman, or he could step back, take a breather and make certain he was doing the right thing by marrying a woman he didn’t trust and didn’t love simply to follow through on his father’s promise.

				With an inhale and an exhale, Justin raised his hands. “I need a minute.”

				“Don’t you dare walk out on me,” Morgan threatened through clenched teeth.

				He hadn’t thought about walking out until she suggested it, and now that she had, he wanted to. Walking wouldn’t solve the big problem, but if he walked, nobody would see him blow. And for the first time in years, he heard the ticking of a time bomb with each beat of his heart.

				Months’ worth of frustration trapped between his cummerbund and bowtie. He’d allowed himself to be a pawn in a game his father started years ago. There were no more clandestine whiskey and cigar meetings between Marvin Mitchell and Robert Parrish, but their plans for power remained. If their dreams for political dominance had died along with Justin’s father, Justin wouldn’t be standing here today. But he was standing here, a willing accomplice, because as Marvin’s oldest son, it was his duty to follow through with his father’s best-laid plans, plans which included a Congressional seat and a loveless marriage.

				 Crazy? Maybe. But his father said powerful families arranged marriages all the time. They were business transactions of mutual benefit. In this case, Justin would get a beautiful, poised, politically-appropriate wife, who happened to come with a dowry of several hundred million dollars in the shape of an international plastics plant, and Morgan would get a wealthy husband with power, influence and title. Everybody won, unless, of course, you counted love, which Justin didn’t. Love didn’t win elections. Love didn’t balance the measly budgets of rural Pennsylvania towns. Love was one of the few luxuries powerful people couldn’t afford.

				 Or so he’d been told over and over again by the most unlikely source, his bride-to-be. He’d been focused and methodical about marrying Morgan for the power and stability her family could offer this town, and yet he stood here, shaken by the unknown. Was it possible Morgan had risked his reputation and all they planned to accomplish together by carrying on with Charlie?

				When Justin looked at Morgan, she looked away.

				On the first wave of impulse Justin had permitted in years, he threw up his hands. “I apologize, but this isn’t going to happen today.”

				“I’ll kill her,” Morgan roared. So much for poise under pressure.

				Any other time, Justin would’ve placated her for the sake of keeping appearances, but now he simply wanted to get away. He walked up the aisle with gasps and gossip to his back. He could only imagine his mother’s fear and confusion. It was almost enough to turn him around. Almost.

				“When I get my hands on that little … ” Morgan’s threats against Alice faded and somewhere in the distance a door slammed.

				Justin didn’t stop to see what happened. At the moment, he was too numb to care. His mind warned that this could be political suicide, but he needed the truth. Once he knew what Alice knew, he could form a plan.

				He reached down to scoop up the pair of shoes that littered the aisle. Alice Cramer had given him grief since the day they first met. She had better have a damn good explanation now.

	
CHAPTER TWO

				Justin sat in his parked car in the Cramer’s driveway, lifting his bowtie like a noose and scratching the back of his neck. He’d get his answers, warn Alice to watch her back around the Parrishes, and then he was out of here, out of town, somewhere quiet where he could think.

				Road tripping in a tuxedo wasn’t his idea of comfort, but he wouldn’t waste time stopping by his house, risking a run-in with Morgan and her parents. Absolutely not. He had nothing to say to them, which meant just enough time for one stop before he hit the highway and headed for his intended honeymoon destination, seven days at his condo on Carolina Beach. If the squeezing muscles in his shoulders and neck were any indication, he was more desperate for the getaway now than he had been the day he planned the trip.

				Justin bounced his forehead off the steering wheel and sighed. For somebody who spent his adult life trying to do right, he sure ended up with a lot gone wrong. Some paragon of community service he turned out to be.

				Shelving the self-pity, he pushed out of the car and set off in search of answers. His heavy feet trudged over the uncut lawn and to the front porch where Mouse met him with a whine. The mutt wiped a lip-load of slobber across Justin’s tuxedo pants. “Hey, boy. It’s been awhile. How you been?” Justin rubbed the dog behind the ears.

				Mouse pressed his wet nose to Justin’s jacket pocket and snorted.

				“Those aren’t for you. Just some fancy mints.”

				The dog yapped a blast of rancid air at Justin’s face. “On second thought … ” He reached into his pocket, pulled out the wedding favor and ripped open the netting. “Sit.”

				Mouse whined again, but he sat long enough for Justin to drop three mints between two rows of yellow teeth.

				“Good, boy.” Justin patted the dog’s head before he reached for the screen door handle.

				 When Mouse lifted the torn edge of the screen with his nose and dashed inside, Justin paused. Twenty years ago, he would have followed, but tonight he should knock.

				After the third knock and no answer, he pushed inside. “Alice?”

				 The dog replied with a deep snort of Justin’s jacket pocket. “No more, boy. They’re all gone.”

				He stepped around the dog, walked between two discolored couches and ducked beneath an archway into the empty kitchen. The same bowl of fruit he’d been robbing apples from for decades perched on the mint green counter top. There were no apples now, not since Mrs. Cramer passed away. Now the bowl was filled with snack bags of Doritos. He shook his head and smiled.

				“Alice, we need to talk.”

				There was the possibility she didn’t go home after the drama at the church, but the door was open and the lights were on. He only hoped the Parrishes didn’t somehow get here first.

				Leaving the kitchen, Justin stepped down a long hallway lined with outdated family photos, and passed Charlie’s old room. A few more steps and he stuck his head around a peeling doorjamb. He noted the same pink shag carpet, the same floral wallpaper, the same canopy bed. Only the bed looked much smaller with her grown-up body sprawled atop the ruffled comforter.

				“Alice?” He walked to her, tucked a yellow curl behind her ear and smoothed a hand over her bare back.

				She sniffed, rolled over and a bottle of whiskey fell to the floor. Eye makeup smeared across her cheek. “You got married.”

				“And you got drunk.” He hoisted an arm around her waist and pulled her to his side. “Sit up. We need to talk.”

				“I’m not drunk. I’m … you got married. Charlie. The banshee. Tiara.” Her voice trailed off.

				Mouse howled in the other room, and all but Justin’s churning gut froze. The sense of doom told him it was only a matter of time before Morgan and her parents came looking for Alice. And in Alice’s current state, the confrontation wouldn’t be pretty. Justin wished he didn’t care. Alice assumed the consequences by standing up in church. He didn’t want to defend her. He wanted answers.

				Mouse barked again, the sound fading into the distance as the dog no doubt bolted across the lawn after whatever — or whoever — raised the alarm. A blast of acid burned Justin’s throat, and he let Alice fall out of his arms on to the bed. He shouldn’t have come. If the Parrishes blocked him in the driveway, he’d be trapped in the eye of the storm. With all this adrenaline coursing through his veins, Justin couldn’t guarantee his usual poise.

				The screen door rattled.

				 Justin looked to the rectangular window, hugging the low ceiling. He wondered if he was strong enough to hoist himself up and out before someone came in.

				“Charlie has a tiara,” Alice slurred, struggling to sit. She reached out, steadying herself by smashing Justin’s cheeks between her palms.

				 The screen door banged again.

				Maybe it was Charlie …  Justin didn’t want to face the man who slept with his fiancée any more than he wanted to face Morgan and her parents, but Charlie would have answers, too.

				“Did you hear me?” Alice spoke clearer and louder now, blowing puffs of whiskey across Justin’s face.

				“Shh.” He pressed a finger to her lips, straining to hear movement in the other room.

				A rattle. A rustle. Two quick sniffs. Mouse exploded from the hall and leaped onto the bed.

				A sickening heat crawled over Justin’s face as he struggled for a normal breath. This damn dog would be the death of him.

				Alice rested her weight against the pooch, while the dog’s enthusiastic tail pummeled Justin’s side. His unsteady breathing mixed with the thumps of the tail and the whimpers from Alice, but otherwise, no ominous sounds drifted in from the hall.

				Justin tried again, shoving an arm behind Alice’s back, pulling her to sit. “We need to talk.”

				“Talk.” She swayed, and then she sighed. “No, sing.” She must’ve downed the bottle in three gulps to be this drunk this fast.

				She clutched the lapel of his tuxedo and belted out a sloppy tune about the sun. Justin sorely doubted the optimistic lyrics.

				Growling in frustration, he stood. He wasn’t going to get a damn thing out of her but more aggravation for him. How long would it take her to sober up?

				Justin paced the shag carpeting, breathing deeply, trying to calm his nerves. He had options. He could leave and find Charlie, get the answers there. But where to look for Charlie and whether or not he was any more sober than his sister made it an unappealing option.

				 Justin yanked on his bowtie. He could go home, lock his doors, shut off his phones and brood until he felt calm enough to face the situation head on. But talking to Morgan and trusting whatever she’d say wasn’t appealing, either. And God knew he didn’t want to face his family so soon after leaving them to clean up his mess at the church. He winced. All along he’d wanted a plastics plant, not a wife. Now he was about to end up with neither.
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