
  
    
  


  “Emma Rae and her friends are as unforgettable as my childhood friends! Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride, the final book in the Emma Rae series, provides immense satisfaction as a series-end. This is romantic comedy at its best! Novel Rocket and I give it our highest recommendation. It’s a must read!”


  —Ane Mulligan, Novel Rocket


  “Only a few times have I experienced reading a book, falling asleep, and having the book’s words follow me to dreamland. Sandra D. Bricker’s Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride did just that. Bricker’s newest Emma Rae book reminds readers (those of us who have done all this) of all the joy and angst of wedding planning, and that life goes on in spite of our long list of ‘to-dos.’ But health and wealth aside, the big day comes, whisking us away to happily ever after. Filled with recipes, trivia, and wedding cake drawings. Put this book on your ‘to-do’ list!”


  —Eva Marie Everson, author of The Cedar Key Series


  “Sandra D. Bricker has delivered the goods once again! Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride offers readers a delightful story, sweet characters, and enough romance to make the heart flutter. In between chapters, readers will find surprise ‘slices’ of yummy goodness—recipes, wedding tips, and much more. What an enjoyable and satisfying read!”


  —Janice Thompson, author of the Weddings by Bella Series


  “This is a story with heart and humor, love and romance, a cake dilemma and a pig on a leash. Plus enough roadblocks on the pathway to wedded bliss to bring a runaway train to a screeching halt. But Emma Rae and Jackson have friends and family, love, determination, and God to help them overcome any barrier that gets in their way.”


  —Lorena McCourtney, author of The Ivy Malone Mysteries and The Cate Kinkaid Files


  “I always know I can count on Sandra D. Bricker to make me smile as I join her characters on their journeys to find love, and she didn’t let me down in Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride, the final book in the Emma Rae series. However, there is one problem: I’ll miss Emma, Jackson, and all the other delightful people who grabbed my heart and still haven’t let go.”


  —Debby Mayne, author of the upcoming Class Reunion Series


  “Sandra D. Bricker writes charming, engaging stories with witty elements, large doses of romance, and a refreshing thread of non-preachy inspiration. Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride brought the Emma Rae series to a delightful and wonderfully satisfying conclusion. I highly recommend the entire series for your keeper shelf.”


  —Sharlene MacLaren, author of The Little Hickman Creek and The Daughters of Jacob Kane Series


  Other Abingdon Press Books by Sandra D. Bricker


  Emma Rae Creations


  Always the Baker, Never the Bride


  Always the Wedding Planner, Never the Bride


  Always the Designer, Never the Bride


  The Big 5-OH!


  
Always

  the Baker,

  FINALLY

  the Bride



  Sandra D. Bricker


  [image: image]


  Always the Baker, FINALLY the Bride


  Copyright © 2013 by Sandra D. Bricker


  ISBN-13: 978-1-68299-903-5


  Published by Abingdon Press, P.O. Box 801, Nashville, TN 37202


  www.abingdonpress.com


  All rights reserved.


  No part of this publication may be reproduced in any form,

  stored in any retrieval system, posted on any website, or

  transmitted in any form or by any means—digital, electronic,

  scanning, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without

  written permission from the publisher, except for brief

  quotations in printed reviews and articles.


  The persons and events portrayed in this work of fiction

  are the creations of the author, and any resemblance

  to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.


  Published in association with WordServe Literary Group, Ltd.,

  10152 S. Knoll Circle, Highlands Ranch, CO 80130


  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data has been

  requested.


  Scripture quotations on pages 258 and 300 are taken from the New

  Revised Standard Version of the Bible, copyright 1989, Division of

  Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ

  in the United States of America. Used by permission.

  All rights reserved.


  Scripture quotations on pages 316-17 are taken from the New King

  James Version®. Copyright © 1982 by ThomasNelson, Inc. Used by

  permission. All rights reserved.


  Printed in the United States of America


  1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 / 18 17 16 15 14 13


  Barbara Scott


  You saw the beauty in Emma before anyone else did

  —the beauty in me as well—

  and I love you more than this writer has words.


  Rachelle Gardner


  As my agent, you make it all come together

  with such grace and charm.

  I’m proud and humbled to call you my friend

  as well.


  Marian Miller and Jemelle Tola


  I just don’t think I could do it without you.

  I love you so much.


  And to D.

  the voice in my head


  (and the music in my ears since the iPod).

  You’re a true believer in this dream of mine.

  Every writer chick needs a soft landing place like

  the one you’ve given me.


  
Acknowledgments



  Gratitude and appreciation to

  Hanna Sandvig,

  the artiste who took the cakes in my head

  and put them on Emma’s sketch pad.


  See more of Hanna’s artwork at

  www.hanna-sandvig.com


  Deepest thanks to my most delicious reader and friend,

  Kris Bakken Mooney,

  without whom there would be no final recipe

  for Emma Rae’s fabulous crème brûlée cake.

  I forget how many stabs Kris took at this,

  but she’s a cake GENIUS!

  Kris, Emma Rae and I salute you!


  Love and appreciation to all of my readers, book clubs,

  blogs, and reviewers who have supported and encouraged

  me through this series.

  And thanks to those who entered the contest to choose

  Emma’s final wedding cake, especially Bonnie Cordova,

  the winner . . . and my new pal.


  And finally to my Abingdon crew:

  Ramona, Pamela, Julie, Teri (and Maegan).

  Thank you so much for the ride of my life.

  Bringing Emma and friends to the light of day

  has been the best writing experience of my career.


  
Prologue



  A champagne flute of vanilla bean gelato topped tableside with a shot of espresso.”


  “Seriously?”


  “Chocolate chip bread pudding drizzled with warm caramel.”


  “Oh. My.”


  “Tiramisu lady fingers in coffee liqueur and cocoa.”


  Emma balled up the lapel of her jacket in her fist and whimpered. “Jackson. My heart.”


  Jackson leaned toward the waiter and clicked his tongue. “I’m thinking we should just move on to the sugar-free menu. She’s diabetic.”


  “Oh. All right.”


  The gentleman pointed at the other side of the dessert cart as Jackson interrupted. “But I’ll have that bread pudding,” he whispered.


  “Yes, sir. And for the lady, our sugar-free menu includes a warm berry tart with frozen vanilla yogurt.”


  “Oooh!”


  “A red velvet cupcake with cream cheese icing sweetened with agave.”


  “You can stop right there,” Jackson told him. “You had her at red velvet.”


  “Not so fast,” she countered, and Jackson’s heart began to thump. “Go on. What else?”


  “Pumpkin spice cake with creamy buttermilk icing.”


  “Oh, that sounds lovely.”


  Perspiration puddled over his top lip, and Jackson wiped it away with his napkin. “Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “Red velvet is your favorite.”


  “Yes, but I can make my own sugar-free red velvet. The pumpkin sounds—”


  Jackson’s attention darted to the waiter, and they shared a lingering exchange before the waiter offered, “The red velvet is our specialty. It comes highly recommended.”


  “Really?” she reconsidered. And by the time she nodded, Jackson’s heart had begun to pound at double-time. “Okay. I’ll try the cupcake.”


  “Very good.”


  “Coffee for me, and a pot of tea for my date, please,” Jackson said, leaning back against the leather booth with a sigh.


  “Are you all right?”


  “Hmm? What do you mean?”


  “I don’t know,” Emma replied. “You seem a little tense tonight.”


  “Oh. No. I don’t know. I guess—”


  Fortunately, the waiter reappeared so that he didn’t have to concoct some lame excuse. He stopped breathing as the waiter set the beautiful red velvet cupcake down in front of Emma. A shiny pink cupcake tin held the confection, and a ring of intricate white chocolate made to look like a crocheted doily surrounded it. The carefully chosen diamond ring shimmered on top of it, catching the light from the chandelier overhead and reflecting the glint of recognition in Emma’s brown eyes.


  She looked up at him, and the expression in those spectacular eyes of hers crested into turbulent waves of gold-flecked understanding. Her perfect lips parted, but not a single syllable passed over them. She blinked several times before glancing back at the cupcake, and Jackson knew this was his moment. He slipped from the booth and hit one knee beside her.


  “What . . . What are you . . . Jackson?”


  He took her hand and grinned at her.


  “Are you serious?”


  “I’ve never been more serious in my life. You’ve changed me, Emma. You are the center of everything for me. I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to get here, but I can’t even think of living without you. Will you marry me?”


  With that, she turned her head away from him and began to sniffle.


  “Are you crying?” he asked on a laugh. “Emma, this is not a night for tears.”


  “I can’t help it,” she chuckled, and he watched her struggle to pull herself together. “You’ve really surprised me here.”


  “In a good way, I hope,” he said, and he plucked the ring from the icing and gave it a quick lick.


  “Frankly, I thought the best part of this night was going to be the cupcake.”


  “Emma. Will you give me an answer, please?” he asked, wiping the ring clean with the corner of a napkin. “Before my legs go numb?”


  “Oh. Sorry.”


  He waited. “Is that a yes?”


  A mischievous glint betrayed her amusement. “Can I let you know after I eat the cupcake?”


  Jackson laughed. “I’d kind of like to hear it now, if you don’t mind.”


  “If you insist,” she told him, and she tilted her head slightly and smiled. If he’d been standing, he thought his knees might have gone weak under the weight of that sweet little smile.


  “You’re killing me here,” he said with raspy emotion. “But I adore you.”


  “You do?”


  “Oh, now you’re just messing with me.”


  “You really do adore me?”


  Jackson sighed, glancing at the floor.


  Emma touched his jaw with one finger and nudged his face upward. “Yes, Jackson. I’ll marry you.”
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  Dude. When you said your family had a summer cottage near Savannah, I pictured something kind of different. More galley kitchen and bunk beds than Great Gatsby and mint juleps.”


  Emma smiled and yanked the camouflage duffle out of the back of Sherilyn’s Explorer, heaving it into Fee’s arms.


  “The Great Gatsby was New York, wasn’t it?” Sherilyn asked as she pulled her two floral overnight bags from the back. Leaning on the rear bumper, she wrapped both arms around her large pregnant belly and sighed as she gazed at the house. “It’s been such a long time, Em. Are you glad to be back?”


  Emma hummed her reply, slinging a burgundy tote over one shoulder and a brown leather bag over the other. She made her way across the sandy driveway and up the white-railed steps to the wraparound porch and pressed her grandmother’s birthdate into the security pad. Once the beep of acceptance squawked its approval, Emma pushed open the massive double doors and turned around to grin at Sherilyn.


  They sang it together: “Wipe yaw fee-eet.”


  How many times had they heard those same three words over years of spring and summer holiday visits! They scampered into a quick, animated run-in-place atop the large straw welcome mat while Fee stood behind them, eyeing them curiously over the bridge of square black sunglasses.


  Emma dropped her bags at the foot of the staircase and hurried toward the vistas calling to her from fifty yards beyond the wall of windows. She unlatched the French doors at the top, and again at the knobs, and shoved them fully open with dramatic flair, expectant and eager. The salty sea breeze caressed her face just as she’d imagined, and the distant purr of the rolling ocean waves brought the perfect music to accompany the lyric of chattering gulls.


  Emma approached the porch railing and leaned against it, mesmerized by the foam-capped dance on the white sand shore. Aunt Sophie had always called it “Atlantic Therapy,” a term that had popped immediately to mind when Sherilyn had suggested they go away somewhere relaxing where Emma could pull her thoughts together and make some solid wedding plans after months of avoidance.


  Well. Not avoidance, really. More like . . . inertia. A numb sort of wedding paralysis that seemed to set in whenever key decisions needed to be made. Like the cake.


  She wiggled the fingers of her left hand, allowing sunbeams to bounce off her beautiful engagement ring. She wondered for the hundredth time how Jackson had known that she’d always wanted a princess-cut diamond. She would have been pleased with a little square solitaire, of course, but the frame of smaller round diamonds that surrounded the stone and worked their way down to the platinum band caused the ring to catch that much more light. It was an exquisite ring. Perfect in every way.


  “Sher, I never asked you before,” she said as Sherilyn stepped up beside her. “Did you tell Jackson I wanted a princess diamond?”


  “No, of course not. I was as surprised as you.”


  “Mm.”


  “Why?”


  “No reason. I’ve just wondered, and I keep forgetting to ask him how he knew.”


  “Hey,” she said after a moment’s thought. “What do you say we unpack? Then we can head into town and get some groceries.”


  “No need,” Emma said, breaking her gaze from the ring and fixing it on the sweeping blue horizon. “I faxed a list to Elmer and Louise. They took care of everything.”


  “Elmer and Louise!” Sherilyn exclaimed. “They still take care of this place? Are they still alive?”


  “Twenty years connected to the Travis clan when they actually had a choice not to be,” Emma summarized. “Boggles the mind, doesn’t it?”


  “Not really,” she replied. “I’ve stayed connected without being required by blood.” Emma glanced at Sherilyn, whose turquoise eyes were dancing with amusement as she mindlessly scratched her protruding stomach. “It’s not such a bad deal, really.”


  “What’s with this new move of yours?” Emma asked her, nodding at Sherilyn’s belly.


  “Oh, the scratching?”


  “Uh, yeah!”


  “I can’t help it. My skin itches all the time now.”


  “You’ve got, what, a few more weeks? If you’re not careful, you’ll wear down the skin and the baby can step right out on her own.”


  “Stop,” Sherilyn groaned, smacking Emma’s arm playfully. “Wait! You said on HER own. Do you have a feeling? You think it’s a girl?”


  “If you wanted to know the sex, you should have had them tell you at the doctor’s office, Sher.”


  “We want to be surprised,” she sort of whined without conviction.


  “You mean Andy wants to be surprised.”


  Twisting her red hair around one finger, Sherilyn shrugged one shoulder. “Yeah.”


  “Well, I can tell you this with total conviction. I absolutely know it’s either a girl . . . Or a boy!”


  Sherilyn swatted her arm again, and Emma rubbed her friend’s stomach lovingly.


  “Em,” Fee called from inside. “Hey, Emma!”


  Emma and Sherilyn went into the house, both of them looking around. When she spotted Fee standing at the top of the stairs leaning over the banister, Emma laughed.


  “Can I have the blue room with the shells on the wall?”


  She nodded, and Fee hopped away before she could utter the s in “Yes.”


  “Cool. This place has a lot of happy-looking rooms. But I think I can live with this one.”


  “What about you?” Emma asked Sherilyn. “Do you have any preferences?”


  “Is the green room still green?”


  “It is indeed.”


  Sherilyn grabbed her bags and waddled up the stairs. “I get the green room across the hall,” she called out to Fee as she reached the landing, breathless.


  Emma padded across the great room and through the open doors. Leaving her sandals behind on the porch, she rushed down the three wooden stairs and took off at a full run across the sand. She unzipped the heather-gray hoodie, discarded it at the halfway mark, and left her khaki shorts on the sand about three yards from the water’s edge. She stopped where the sand darkened from a recent overflow of surf and adjusted the bottom of her red bathing suit. Knee-deep in the icy ocean, she tugged at the suit top before diving in and swimming out against the brisk green-blue current.


  Just before surfacing again, she thought she heard her aunt Sophie’s melodic laughter.


  “Atlantic Therapy, Emma Rae. And the colder the better when you’re looking for answers. They’re all right out there in the Atlantic Ocean. God’s hidden them there for us to find when we really, really need them.”
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  The elevator door creaked as it shut, and the car groaned slightly before setting out on its shaky ascent to his fourth-floor office. Something about the klunk! before the door opened again waxed familiar. Jackson had heard that noise before.


  Emma’s sweet face fluttered across his mind. And that pink sweater of his sister’s that she’d changed into for their job interview after wiping out in the lobby and smearing fondant all over herself. She’d struck him as cute that day, with a speck of carrot cake still in her hair as they sat down to discuss the impending opening of The Tanglewood; even more so, a bit of a know-it-all when she stood there beside him as trapped passengers called out from the elevator car below a short while afterward.


  “I’m assuming this is a hydraulic system, right? . . . Well, it probably is. Anyway, I’m thinking it’s likely that the rails are just dry. A little oil can take care of that for you. But the door jamming like this is probably your drive belt. The service guy will take care of that when he gets the passengers out.”


  When the serviceman had confirmed her findings, Jackson recalled thinking that he’d better hire her, just so he could be around on the off chance that she might ever be proven wrong about anything. At the moment, as he pried the reluctant elevator door open, he felt pretty certain she hadn’t been wrong about much of anything since.


  “Call downstairs and tell them to place Out of Order signs on the west elevator on each floor, and call the repair service, will you, Susannah?” he asked his assistant as he passed her desk. “The doors are sticking. I think it could be the drive belt again.”


  “Will do,” she returned as he entered his office and dropped into the chair. “Andy Drummond phoned. Says your cell goes straight to voice mail.”


  Jackson had turned it off after it rang about thirty times during his meeting with the front desk manager, and he’d forgotten to turn it back on.


  “You can reach him on his cell for another thirty minutes.”


  “Thanks.”


  Jackson pulled his cell phone from his jacket pocket and dialed Andy. “Hey, buddy. It’s Jackson. What’s up?”


  “Cats are away,” Andy announced. “Mice must barbecue. You in?”


  “What can I bring?”


  “Whatever strikes you.”


  “What time?”


  “Six thirty?”


  “I’m there. You invite Sean since he’s on his own too?”


  “He’s bringing soda and garbage bags.”


  “Garbage bags?”


  “We’re out. I thought since he was going to the store for drinks anyway—”


  Jackson laughed. “Whatever. Later.”


  He ended the call and checked his watch. Twelve forty p.m. The growl from his stomach rumbled with regret that there wasn’t time enough to grab some lunch before Bingham arrived for their one o’clock meeting.


  Jackson produced a manila file of notes from his briefcase and opened it on the desktop. He’d been preparing all week to meet with Rod Bingham, and he probably didn’t need to review the notes yet again. But he did anyway.


  The possibility of franchising The Tanglewood into a start-up of six wedding destination hotels across the country flicked the back of his brain with excitement. Who could have ever imagined such a thing just a couple of years back when they’d opened their doors?


  Desi.


  More than likely, Desiree would have imagined it. The place had always been her dream more than his, but the death of his late wife had choked the life out of things for a while. Once his sisters, and eventually Emma, hopped onboard, however, he’d caught the fire, and The Tanglewood Inn had become a well-known and successful venture. Now someone wanted to clone the place, setting up Jackson for making a fairly obscene amount of money in the process. Maybe it would allow him to become a little more hands-off for a while and to pursue other interests and challenges. Maybe after the wedding, he and Emma could even travel a little and leave The Tanglewood in other capable hands for a bit now and then. Not forever. Just for a while. They’d swum around in that Paris-for-a-year dream often enough that it surfaced almost immediately every time he considered cutting back on hours and responsibilities.


  “Jackson Drake! How are you, my friend?”


  “Rod. Good to see you,” he said, standing to shake Bingham’s hand.


  “I’m really enthused about our meeting, Jack.” Tapping his briefcase with a grin, Rod added, “I think I’ve got something here that’s going to put some real wind in your sails. Are you ready to talk?”


  “I’m ready,” he said, and they both sat down and faced each other from opposite sides of the large maple desk. “Tell me what you’ve got.”


  “Well, first of all,” Rod blurted, “this thing is bigger than even I had guessed. Hold on to your hat, Jack. And tell me what you think about this idea. Not only would Allegiant Industries be interested in planting wedding destination hotels all across the United States, Canada, and Europe over the next five years—while making you a very rich beneficiary in the process, by the way—but they would also be interested in purchasing the original hotel from you.”


  “Purchasing . . . this place?”


  “That’s right, buddy. Allegiant wants to buy—”


  “The Tanglewood?”


  “Yes, indeedy.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “What do you mean, what do I mean? They want to buy—”


  Jackson gulped back the bubble of air stuck in his throat. “You want me to sell?”


  “Yes. And not just for a song, Jack. For a symphony!”


  He sat there quietly for a moment and rubbed his temple while the idea settled down on him.


  “You want me to . . . sell The Tanglewood?”
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  “Dude. What is wrong with you? Have you had a mental break?”


  “No, I haven’t had a mental break, Fiona. And you’re not helping.”


  “Just decide. It’s not like this isn’t your forte, right? I mean, cakes are what you do. Picking a wedding cake design should be a piece of it for you.”


  The conversation was momentarily sidelined by the ghastly slurping sounds Sherilyn made from where she sat across from them, cradling a bowl on her basketball-shaped belly and scraping out the leftover chocolate muffin batter with a large rubber spatula.


  “Sher, you’re gonna make yourself sick,” Emma scolded.


  “No, I won’t. It’s just what was left in the bowl after you poured the rest out.”


  “Still. That can’t be good for the baby.”


  “It’s fine. It won’t make me sick.”


  “Then it’ll make us sick,” Fee cracked. “Dude, you’re gross.”


  “Anyway,” Emma said with the shake of her head. “It’s just not that simple, Fee,” she retorted. “I’m a cake designer. How am I supposed to pick just one for . . . Oh, you just don’t understand.”


  “No. You’re right. I don’t understand. You’ve got the greatest guy in the world convinced that you’re a catch. So like, maybe, you should, you know, pitch or get off the mound.”


  “Don’t say that! How could you say something like that?” Emma groaned and tossed herself into the thick cushions of the couch.


  “Okay,” Sherilyn said, licking the chocolate batter from her finger before setting the bowl on the table in front of her and struggling to stand up. “Okay, that’s good. We’re communicating. We have a dialogue going.”


  Emma shook her head, her sigh morphing into the Pffft sound of a deflating balloon.


  “But . . . Fee . . .” Sherilyn continued with caution, “maybe a little less aggression in our communication would better suit what we’re trying to accomplish here. How about this? Can I get anyone some more iced tea? The muffins should be out of the oven soon, shouldn’t they? Do you want me to make coffee?”


  “Just stop it, Sher. No need to play nursemaid here, okay? Just drop into a chair and prop up your feet before they spring a leak.”


  Sherilyn stood there, in the center of the room, her swollen pregnant frame wobbling from side to side as she glanced from Emma to Fee and back again.


  “Relax, will you?” Emma said, more softly this time, punctuating her words with a smile. “Let’s focus on the things we can accomplish, okay?”


  Sherilyn sighed with relief and waddled over toward her. “Really?”


  “Yes. I can’t think about the cake. It’s too much pressure. But how about we look at those flower pictures you mentioned on the drive down here?”


  Sherilyn’s blue eyes shimmered as she plopped down on the other side of the sofa, and a grin pushed her plump cheeks upward. “Great! Yes, let’s talk flowers.”


  “I’m going for a walk on the beach.” And with that, Fee hopped to her feet and headed out the door.


  “Turn on the floodlights,” Sherilyn instructed. “It gets really dark out there at night. The switch is on the—” With a single thump, the door closed, cutting her helpfulness in two. Deflated, she sent the rest of her words into the air over Emma’s shoulder. “—wall by the door.”


  “You know Fee,” Emma comforted. “She got married in a hallway at the hotel, for crying out loud. The details just aren’t her thing.”


  “I know.”


  Sherilyn’s pouty face made Emma chuckle. “Let’s have a look at those flowers of yours, my wedding planner friend”


  “Oh. Right.”


  Emma watched as Sherilyn struggled to balance the neon-pink laptop on her beach-ball belly. A few clicks later, she surrendered the fight and set the computer on the coffee table in front of them.


  “Here. This will be easier.”


  Emma leaned forward and peered at the screen as Sherilyn arranged four rectangular photographs into symmetry.


  “I thought because you chose such a lovely, simple silhouette for your dress, the flowers should—”


  “Simple?” Emma interrupted. “Do you think it’s too simple?”


  “Not too simple, no. It’s beautiful, Emma. It’s just not one of those elaborate numbers where the flowers have to be bold and make a statement to stand out.”


  “Do you think Jackson will be disappointed? Because you know his family would so prefer some big extravaganza with three hundred guests and—”


  “Emma Rae, of course not. Stop it.” Sherilyn reached out and grabbed Emma’s hand and shook it gently. “This is about what the two of you want. And I think you chose the ideal dress for an elegant, intimate ceremony. You’re going to look so beautiful in your gown, Em. Timeless and perfect. Jackson is going to have to work to catch his breath when he sees you in it.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  Emma sighed and glanced down at the stunning platinum and diamond ring on her left hand. She heaved one more sigh. “You’re a good friend.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “And the flower choices are all really beautiful. What do you think, Sher?”


  “Well, I love the calla lilies. Simple. Elegant.”


  “They remind me of a funeral,” Emma stated. “Let’s cut those from the possibilities.”


  “Done. What about this for your bouquet, then?” she asked as the calla lilies disappeared from the screen. She clicked on the next one and the image filled the screen. “Since you’re going understated, maybe you want to go slightly bolder with your bouquet. This is a stunning combination of red roses, lily-of-the-valley—”


  “No,” Emma said, shaking her head. “It’s really pretty, but I’m not feeling that one.”


  “Okay.” Sherilyn clicked the X in the corner of the photo, and it disappeared. “I think you’re going to love this next one, though. It really suits you, and since it’s a spring wedding I think it’s a great choice.”


  A beautiful arrangement of multicolored pastel tulips filled the screen, their long green stems wrapped in ivory satin ribbon.


  Emma cooed at them. “Oh, Sher, that’s really beautiful.”


  “I think so too.”


  “I love the way the light pink and lavender ones seem to blend into the white ones. Like cream.”


  “So . . . is this your wedding bouquet?”


  Emma’s blood pumped as she smiled. “I think so. Maybe.”


  Sherilyn minimized the photo and raised her hand in expectation of a victorious high five. But Emma didn’t return the triumphant slap just yet.


  “Wait. What’s that one? Make that big, will you?”


  Sherilyn opened the final image so it filled the screen, and Emma felt her blood pulse through every vein as her hand flew to her heart and she sighed.


  “That’s the one, Sher. Right there.”


  Just four stems of pale lavender-blue hydrangea, rhinestone-studded tulle ribbon wound tightly to hold them together.


  “Flower paradise,” she whispered. “That’s the one.”


  “Really? You like the bling? I didn’t think you’d like the bling. I mean, it’s not that much bling, but still. I’m pleasantly surprised, Em. That’s great. So this is the one.”


  “This is the one.”


  “This is the one!” Sherilyn repeated.


  And when she raised her hand a second time, Emma slapped it in midair.


  “Pull up your checklist and mark this off. I’ve chosen my flowers.”


  “I’m so proud,” Sherilyn said as she click-click-clicked the laptop.


  Emma sighed. “Me too.”


  “That’s the dress, the venue, the invitations, and the flowers. We’re cooking with gas now, Em! Am I pushing my luck to bring up the subject of music?”


  Emma chuckled softly and fell back against the cushions. “Bring it on.”


  “Do you and Jackson have a song?”


  “A song?”


  “You know. A love song that belongs to just the two of you.”


  A nostalgic smile pushed upward at the corner of Emma’s mouth. “Well, yeah. We have a song.” Recovering, she added, “Do you and Andy have one?”


  “Of course.”


  “You do? What is it?”


  “Promise not to laugh?”


  Emma thought it over. “No.”


  Sherilyn’s eyes popped open wide. “No?”


  “You know I can’t promise that. Come on. Out with it. What’s your song?”


  She shrugged slightly and surrendered. “Single Ladies.”


  Emma shook her head. “I don’t think I know that one.”


  “Oh yes you do.”


  “I do?”


  “Yeah. Beyoncé? Single Ladies?”


  Emma pondered. As realization dawned, she smacked her hand over her mouth to catch the burst of laughter.


  “Put a ring on it Single Ladies?” she exclaimed.


  “Yes,” Sherilyn admitted with some reluctance.


  “Why on earth?”


  “Emma, it’s not like we chose it or anything. It was playing in the restaurant the night we told each other how we felt.”


  “Well,” Emma said, and she pressed her lips together to hold back the grin. “I guess it worked. He put a ring on it, right?”


  “Ha. Ha,” Sherilyn commented dryly. “What’s your song, smarty pants?”


  “The Way You Look Tonight.”


  “Oh, of course. It couldn’t be something like Disco Inferno, now could it? If you were a better and more supportive friend, you would have lied.”


  “It was the opening night party for The Tanglewood; the first time we danced,” she told her. “Jackson arranged this private little dinner for us after everyone had gone, and he asked Ben Colson to perform for just the two of us. It was magic. So—” She cut herself off when she noticed Sherilyn beaming at her, hand to heart. “Well, anyway. That’s our song. Think you can do something with it?”


  “Oh, I think so,” she replied.
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  Traditional Wedding Flowers & Their Meanings


  The Rose

  Meaning: Deep and abiding love

  Fragrant; in season all year


  The Calla Lily

  Meaning: Magnificence and great beauty

  Mild fragrance; in season spring and summer


  The Hydrangea

  Meaning: Deep understanding and spiritual unity

  No fragrance at all; in season early spring through late fall


  The Peony

  Meaning: Shy and virginal

  Mild fragrance; in season late spring


  The Tulip

  Meaning: Passionate love

  No fragrance; in season during the spring


  The Lily-of-the-Valley

  Meaning: Guaranteed happiness

  Quite fragrant; in season spring and summer


  The Orchid

  Meaning: Unmatched beauty and appeal

  No fragrance; in season all year


  [image: image]


  
2



  Jackson closed the back door and stepped inside the house just in time to catch the can of soda Andy lobbed at him.


  “I think we’ve got about five minutes before the ribs need to be turned again.”


  Before Andy had a chance to reply, the dog barked as the front door gushed open and slammed shut again.


  “Henry,” Andy reprimanded. “It’s Sean. Put a lid on it.”


  The very large sheepdog made his way toward the front door, his barks mellowing down to a soft yip as he escorted Sean down the hall.


  “I stopped at Publix and picked up a few things from the deli,” Sean announced, grocery bags in hand.


  “Did you remember trash bags?” Andy asked.


  Sean shot him a glance, revealing a peek of pearly white teeth as he began to unload several plastic bags, reciting his shopping list as he did. “I got everything that goes with ribs. Southern-style potato salad. Shredded cole slaw. Baked beans. A couple rolls of paper towels . . .”


  “Good move,” Jackson chimed in.


  “The strawberry Twizzlers are for me.”


  Andy and Jackson exchanged glances before Andy piped up. “With ribs?”


  “Nah. The drive home. Fee keeps a lock on my snacks when she’s home. But it’s my favorite candy, man.”


  “I get it. What about the trash bags?”


  “Nah.”


  “No?”


  Sean shook his head and dug deep into the bag. “Such low expectations, Doc.” He tossed a roll of garbage bags into the air, and they landed in Andy’s hand with a thud. “You don’t know yet that I got your back?”


  Jackson laughed and shook his head. “You gonna flip those ribs, or what?”


  “Grab something to drink and join us,” Andy told Sean on his way out the back door.


  Making his way around Henry, Jackson followed and leaned against the deck railing. Andy Drummond, ortho man, monster-dog owner, and soon-to-be father, had found his sweet spot in life right there in front of the grill.


  “How many times a week do you think you barbecue, man?” Jackson asked him.


  “In weather like this? Not usually more than four.”


  “Four!”


  Jackson couldn’t imagine even just eating at home four nights a week, much less taking the lead in organizing the meal. The Tanglewood took up every spare moment of time for both him and Emma, leaving very little space for much else.


  “Hey, Andy. Can I talk to you about something?”


  “Sure,” he replied without looking up from the rows of ribs rubbed with his secret recipe of brown sugar, chili powder, garlic, and whatever else he wouldn’t give up. “What’s going on?”


  “I had a meeting today. Sort of intriguing, actually. But I just don’t know how Emma will respond. How anyone at the hotel will respond, really.”


  Andy rolled the grill top closed and wiped his hands. “Yeah?”


  “Just between us, right?”


  “ ’Course.”


  “Well, there’s an offer on the table about The Tanglewood.”


  “What kind of offer?”


  Jackson inhaled sharply before he replied, “To buy the place.”


  Andy narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “What do you mean? Somebody wants to buy the hotel?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Is it for sale?”


  Jackson sighed. “I don’t know.”


  “Are you really considering it?”


  “Well, the offer is pretty great. And if the timing is right, Emma and I could have a really long, extended honeymoon before we start our life together.”


  “Sorry to say this, but I think The Tanglewood is a big part of your life together, isn’t it?”


  “I guess so.”


  “She’s got the baking thing, and the tearoom.”


  “Yeah.”


  “And the staff is family to you both, literally and figuratively.”


  “Yep.”


  “Ah, man. Sherilyn.”


  “I know.”


  Andy folded his arms and gazed out over the back lawn. After a long and thoughtful moment, he chuckled. “Sorry, man. But you sell that hotel now and you’re gonna be crucified.”


  “Don’t I know it.”
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  Emma tore off the top sheet of paper from her sketch pad and crumpled it with both hands before tossing it at the trash can at the side of the desk. It bounced off the rim and fell to the floor next to half a dozen others, and she let out a growl as she fell back into the chair.


  “No luck?” Fee asked her, setting down a cup of tea on the desktop before making her way to the sofa and sinking into it.


  “None,” she replied, and she picked up the delicate china cup and gave it a sniff. “What is this?”


  “Pumpkin spice.”


  “Really. I’ve never—”


  “Premium black tea from Sri Lanka,” Fee interrupted, looking up at the ceiling as she recounted the description from one of the canisters of loose tea she’d brought along. “Flavored with pumpkin and exotic spices.”


  Emma took a sip, and her eyes popped open wide. “It’s wonderful. Is that what you’re having?”


  “No. Mine is gingerbread. It’s got orange peel in it.”


  Emma joined Fee on the sofa and set her tea cup on the coffee table in front of them. “Let me try?” Fee handed her the cup, and she sniffed at the contents. “Mmm.” She took a sip. “It really does taste like gingerbread.”


  “It’s good, right? Very autumnal.”


  “Both of them are.”


  “Speaking of seasons,” Sherilyn announced as she plunked down the stairs, rubbing her belly as she joined them, “we’ve got a spring wedding to plan. How did you do with the sketch of the cake?”


  Fee shook her head and pointed one index finger over Emma’s shoulder, toward the discarded paper wads on the floor by the desk. “Not so much,” she said.


  “Oh, Emma. You’re actually having trouble with the cake? Really?”


  She felt a flush of heat rise over her. “There’s a lot of pressure about the cake,” Emma defended.


  “But that’s what you do, sweetie. That should be the easiest part.”


  Emma stared Sherilyn down. “Are you joking? It’s like Audrey choosing her own wedding gown, or—or you!—when you had to plan your own wedding. A wedding planner, planning her own wedding . . . but . . . remember how hard that was?”


  “To be fair,” Fee added dryly, “it would have been a lot easier for her if she’d been able to hold onto a dress rather than losing half a dozen of them.”


  “It was only two,” Sherilyn objected. “And yes, I see your point. But you’ve got to narrow it down, Em.”


  “That’s impossible to do,” she told them. “When you have every cake in your repertoire to choose from, how do you finally say, ‘THIS! This is the one and only, be-all-and-end-all cake for Jackson and me,’ huh?”


  “Well, I don’t know,” Sherilyn said, trying three times before she finally rolled forward to grab Emma’s cup from the coffee table. “How do you narrow it down for your brides?”


  “That has caffeine,” Fee pointed out as Sherilyn drank from Emma’s pumpkin spice.


  “Just a sip. Ooh, it’s delicious.” She handed the cup to Emma. “Just pretend you’re one of your brides and sketch out a cake that tells your story with Jackson. Maybe a cake that represents The Tanglewood.”


  “Or it could have an Atlanta Falcons theme,” Fee suggested, deadpan.


  “Absolutely not!” Sherilyn exclaimed.


  “Well, that would be right for Jackson and me,” Emma teased.


  “But it would not be right for the rest of the wedding.”


  “I don’t know,” Emma replied, holding back her amusement. “Nothing says romance like a candlelight ceremony in The Desiree Room, a hydrangea bouquet, and a wedding cake shaped like the Falcons’ end zone.”


  “Stop. You’ll make my water break.”


  “When exactly is the bambino due, anyway?” Fee asked. “You look like you’re about thirty months pregnant.”


  “Feels like it too.”


  “She still has three weeks,” Emma interjected. “Three long, long weeks.”


  “Not so long if you consider how many wedding plans we need to nail down before then, Emma. And just you wait!” Sherilyn warned her. “You’ll be much more sympathetic about all of this once you and Jackson start your family.”


  “Actually,” Emma said as she pushed back into the cushions behind her, “we’re not entirely sure we want to have children.”


  The look on Sherilyn’s face made Emma chuckle.


  “What? Of course you’ll have babies, Emma Rae. You love babies.”


  “Yes, I do. And I’ll be the best aunt to yours that ever lived. But Jackson and I are both really involved in our work, and what little time we have beyond that . . . we like to spend it wrapped up in each other.”


  “Emma.” Sherilyn’s voice clanked with disappointment, like a lone nickel dropped into a large metal jug. “Really?”


  “We have so many things we want to do together. And apart, for that matter.”


  “Like what?”


  “Well, we have this dream, sort of.” Emma’s heart began to race just thinking about it, and she grinned at her interested two-member audience. “We’d like to take a whole year and go live in Paris.”


  “Paris! What would you do in Paris for a whole year?”


  “Everything!” she cried with enthusiasm. “We would go for walks through the Vergers de Champlain, explore the great art in the Louvre, take bike rides in the country, and stroll along the Seine. And I’d like to take those classes at Lenôtre while Jackson works on his book—”


  “What book?” Sherilyn interrupted.


  “The one he would write if we lived in Paris for a year.”


  “You’d really do that?” Her friend tried so hard to hide her incredulous astonishment, but Sherilyn had never been good at disguising her true feelings. “You’d move away?”


  “Not forever. Just for a year.”


  “What about getting to know this little one?” she asked, rubbing her stomach and looking at Emma through misted eyes. “And the hotel. What about The Tanglewood?”


  “We’re not leaving next month,” she reminded her with a soft smile. “It’s just something we dream about for our future. My point was that children aren’t really something either of us feels compelled to rush toward. It doesn’t mean we don’t like kids, or that we won’t ever have any. Or that we won’t love yours, Sher. It’s just not something we see in our immediate future. After such a long time lost in trying to build our careers and then getting the hotel up and successful, we’d just like to spend some time getting lost in each other for a while.”


  Sherilyn looked to Fee, seemingly for a show of support. But Fee simply shrugged and turned her attention to her gingerbread tea.


  “Paris,” she breathed on a heavy sigh. “It’s so . . . far away.”


  “I know,” Emma said with a smile as she rubbed Sherilyn’s hand. “But we’ll get married first, so why don’t you just focus on the wedding, okay?”


  “The wedding,” she replied, nodding. “So about that wedding cake, Em . . .”


  I walked right into that.
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  “Did I wake you?”


  The timbre of Jackson’s voice, warm and rich, evoked a spontaneous smile, and Emma sighed and leaned into the cell phone cupped in her hand. “No.”


  “What are you doing?”


  “Having a scavenger hunt.”


  “You’re joking.”


  “Only in part. I’m on the hunt for a little creative inspiration.”


  “For?”


  “The ideal wedding cake.”


  “That should be right up your alley, my friend.”


  Emma chuckled. “You’d think so, wouldn’t you? But it’s the detail of our wedding that seems to be causing me the most distress. Anything to contribute?”


  “As long as you marry me, Emma Rae, I couldn’t care less about the rest of it. I’d marry you on a running trail at Vickery Creek with no one around except the two of us.”


  “I both love and hate you for that, Jackson.”


  His laughter tugged at the heartstrings dangling inside of her.


  “Relax,” he urged. “You’ll know it when it strikes you.”


  “Promise?”


  “I do.”


  “Careful, buddy,” she said with a snicker. “Save those two words for later, when you need them.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  Emma closed her eyes. “Are you at home?”


  “No. Still in my office.”


  She pictured him there in the creaky leather chair, his suit coat folded neatly over one of the side chairs across from the desk, his shirt sleeves probably rolled up to mid-forearm, and his sleepy, milk-chocolate eyes narrowed.


  “Go home, Jackson. Get some sleep.”


  “I can’t sleep,” he said. “Not until I talk to you about something.”


  “Are you breaking up with me, Jackson? Have you met someone else?”


  He snorted in a chuckle and growled, “Not on your life. And when would I find the time?”


  “Then lay it on me. What’s on your mind?”


  “You sure? It’s not something you can discuss with the girls. It’s just between us for the moment, capiche?”


  “Capiche like a fox. What is it?”


  “I took that meeting with Rod Bingham.”


  Emma’s stomach did a little somersault. “Jackson, I’m so sorry. I’ve been so wrapped up in the wedding plans that I completely forgot about that. How did it go? Are they actually interested in franchising The Tanglewood?”


  “Oh yeah, they’re interested.”


  She listened as a low moan accompanied his breath as he exhaled. “And?”


  “And there’s an offer on the table to purchase the hotel as part of the deal.”


  She gulped. “Did you say . . . ?”


  “Yep. Allegiant Industries would like to buy The Tanglewood too. And clone it across the country, into Canada and over to Europe within the next five years.”


  Emma knew she needed to reply, but the giant lump in her throat obstructed her voice.


  “Emma?”


  “Wow.”


  “I know.”


  “Sell The Tanglewood.”


  “I know.”


  She swallowed hard around the lump and sighed. “How do you feel about that, Jackson? Is that something you would consider?”


  “Well . . .”


  Oh, my. He’s considering it.


  “. . . not at first. But I started thinking about the future.”


  “A future without The Tanglewood. That’s hard for me to imagine.”


  “I know.” He sighed again. “But we’ve talked about this, about how the hotel takes up every spare moment of our lives. And about how we’d love to have a little freedom to travel or pursue other interests.”


  “Or live in Paris for a year.”


  The coincidental timing of her earlier conversation with Sherilyn and Fee struck a hollow chord in the pit of her stomach, and Emma massaged her throbbing temple.


  “Exactly.”


  “Oh. Jackson.”


  “It’s not like we haven’t talked about it before,” he reminded her.


  “Yes, but only in the most abstract terms. Now that it’s a real possibility, it leaves me feeling—”


  “Yeah, me too.”


  “—stunned.”


  Jackson sighed, and Emma could hear the rustle of his hair as he shook his head against the cell phone.


  “When do you have to give them an answer?”


  “Next week.”


  “Okay, then why don’t we sleep on it?” she suggested. “Try to put it out of your mind for the moment. I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon, and we’ll take some time together. We’ll figure this out, Jackson.”


  The line went silent, except for his gentle intake of breath.


  “Go home and get some sleep,” she said softly, and he exhaled. “And stop thinking about everyone else and how it might affect them. For the moment, lay down that big block of the weight of the whole world and just breathe. All right?”
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