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      The book will make you want to check into The Tanglewood Inn for a nice long stay! Always the Wedding Planner, Never the Bride is filled with friendship and romance and Sandra D. Bricker's trademark wit and warmth. I want to hang out with these women! Bricker's novels are like a fun visit with your best friend!


      —Judy Christie, Author of the Hurry Less, Worry Less series and fiction, including The Glory of Green, Book #3 in the Green series


       


      I didn't think Sandra D. Bricker could write another story in this series to outdo Always the Baker, Never the Bride. I was wrong. With her gift for natural, sparkling dialogue and her ability to throw believable, tension-causing conflicts into the path of our heroine, Sherilyn, Bricker has written another winner in Always the Wedding Planner, Never the Bride. While it was wonderful revisiting characters from the first book, new lovebirds Sherilyn and Andy stole my heart and awakened my empathy as soon as I met them. Before you start reading the book, you might need to check your own planner—it's hard to set it down once you dive in!


      —Trish Perry, Author of the Tea Shop series, including Perfect Blend and Tea for Two


      Other Abingdon Press Books by Sandra D. Bricker


       


      Always the Baker, Never the Bride


      The Big 5-OH!


       


      And coming soon . . .


       


      Always the Designer, Never the Bride


      Always the Baker, Finally the Bride
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      In memory of my mom, Jess Bricker,


      the original redhead who expressed affection through


      her kitchen, and who left a legacy of love . . . and three


      boxes of recipes . . . to the daughter who couldn't boil


      water without burning it.
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      Prologue


       


       


      I hate you."


      "You do not hate me."


      "Oh no, you're wrong. I do."


      "Not possible. And besides, Emma, hate? That's such a powerful, terrible word. You really shouldn't—"


      "Okay, know-it-all. I strongly dislike you right now."


      "Nope. You don't dislike me at all."


      Sherilyn grinned at Emma, which just seemed to infuriate her friend even more. After a long moment of Stare-down/ Smack-down, a little technique the two college roommates had perfected over their year and three months of sharing an apartment, Emma blinked first. With a growl, she tossed back the last of her coffee, plunked the cup down on the counter, spun around, and stalked away.


      Sherilyn glanced down at her plate. Three warm pancakes seemed to smile up at her, burgeoning with plump chocolate chips, swimming in maple syrup, and punctuated with a huge dollop of whipped cream. She sliced a triangular bite with the side of her fork, swooning as she placed it on her waiting tongue.


      "Ohh," she purred.


      "Shut. Up," Emma hurled at her before slamming the front door.


      "Can I help it if I can eat anything I want?" Sherilyn called out toward the closed door.


      On the other side of it, from the general proximity of the elevator, Emma shouted back, "Careful not to choke on it!"


      "Have a nice day, Emma Rae," Sherilyn sang.


      The only reply came in the form of a distant grunt. Truth told, Sherilyn couldn't even imagine what it must be like for her friend. Diabetes! What a horrible fate. Personally, Sherilyn had to have something sweet at every meal. She craved it; and the more sugary the treat, the better she liked it. In her view, a life without sweets took the hopeless, joyless shape of no life at all.


      "One day your metabolism will betray you," Emma had once promised her. But if that day really hovered on the horizon, Sherilyn Caine wasn't planning for it. She ate whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted it, always maintaining a consistent weight between 120 and 125 pounds. And on her twenty-year-old, five-feet-five-and-a-half-inch frame, that landed her right into a perfect size six.


      She knew it wasn't really about her metabolism or size six jeans for Emma anyway. It was about those luscious pancakes heaped on the end of Sherilyn's fork, titillating Emma's taste buds with the fragrance of chocolate melting into warm maple syrup. Her friend was studying to be a pastry chef, yet her condition prevented her from fully knowing the joy of one of her own creations!


      I'd find another way to make a living! Sherilyn had often declared. Why spend every day of your life facing down your biggest temptations? But still—


      Sherilyn had become Emma Rae's official "taster" in recent months, a role she absolutely relished. While Emma per fected pecan pastries, sour cream cupcakes, latté cookies, and fondant-draped cakes, her roommate had lucked into culinary nirvana. They were a perfect match, Sherilyn Caine and Emma Rae Travis! And really, how ridiculous could it be to find the ideal situation your first day out on RoommateScreeners.com?


      Sherilyn glanced at the counter and noticed Emma's brown suede clutch; she'd left without it. She couldn't go all day at school without her glucose meter and supply of insulin.


      Sherilyn plucked two packages of string cheese from the shelf inside the refrigerator and tucked them into the pouch before grabbing her purse and trotting out the front door. She'd have just enough time to drop it off to Emma at Le Cordon Bleu before rushing out to the Emory University campus for her own classes.
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      The Top 5 Skills Every Wedding Planner

      Should Have


      1. Outstanding Communication


      Planning a wedding is a balancing act. It is important to keep


      the lines of communication open at all times. Not just with


      the bride, but with the groom, the family, the vendors, the


      bakers, the caterers, the venue, the bridal party, and even the


      hair and makeup people.


       


      2. Appreciation for Details


      Put fifty wedding guests in a room together and ask them to


      determine the difference between ecru and eggshell.


      One of the three people able to do it is the wedding planner.


       


      3. Ingenuity


      When the buckle on the bride's satin sling-back breaks, or


      the flower girl gets grape bubblegum in her perfect golden


      ringlets, the wedding planner is able to MacGyver a solution


      while overseeing the placement of the cake, using a safety


      pin to secure the bridesmaid's bouquet, and removing a scuff


      mark from the dance floor with a lemon rind and an eraser.


       


      4. Peace That Passes All Understanding


      No matter what happens—whether the groom gets cold


      feet or the mothers are at war—it is the wedding planner's


      responsibility to create a calm and peaceful shell around the


      bride until the very last slice of cake has been eaten and the


      final guest has gone home.


       


      5. Always Expect the Best— And Plan for the Worst!
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      Sherilyn hadn't been to Roswell in years, but its rustic southern charm hadn't waned in the least.


      Barrington Hall stood proudly at the highest point in the small town, on the south side of the town square, looking every bit the plantation home with its stately white columns. The shops at Roswell Mill bustled with people, and the crisp scent of fall clung to the sweet breeze wafting over the nearby Chattahoochee River. Leaves had only begun to turn with glimpses of what was to come. Sherilyn knew that, by next month this time, the greens and golds and burnt reds of Georgia autumn would be welcoming her home in color at full mast.


      Not that Georgia was technically her home. She'd lived there for five years while attending Emory University and carving out the beginnings of her career, but it hadn't taken long for her to make her way back to Chicago. What were the odds that she'd meet the man of her dreams there, and that he would hail from Atlanta, Georgia?


      Her ties to the place, albeit temporary, had been strong ones just the same, and something had always whispered that she would return one day. But to marry, rebuild a career, and settle in for the rest of her life? That, she never could have imagined.


      However, if there was one sure thing in Sherilyn's future, Andrew Drummond IV was certainly it. She'd known him just seven weeks when Andy proposed, and Sherilyn couldn't have accepted any faster.


      Sherilyn Caine-Drummond.


      Mrs. Andrew John Drummond, the Fourth.


      The prediction of their marriage had likely been inscribed on her heart long ago; it was only a matter of time before she caught up with it. She'd slipped on the ring and into Andy's life in one fell swoop. In fact, it wasn't until she'd crossed the border into Georgia that very morning that she turned back for a quick glance over her shoulder and asked herself, What am I doing?


      The Tanglewood Inn.


      She spotted the sign and made a hard left into the large circular drive. Enormous glass doors glistened, and an inviting lobby filled with greenery and sunlight beckoned from the other side.


      Sherilyn swallowed around the lump in her throat, and she drew in a long, deep breath. While she did want to fling open those doors and run inside to find her old friend, the angst that held her to the seat of the Explorer won out. She closed her eyes and tilted back against the headrest.


      Forty-eight pounds.


      That's how much weight she'd gained since the last time she saw Emma.


      And if the photograph she'd found online, taken the night of The Tanglewood's grand opening, was any indication, Emma Rae Travis had stopped aging the very day she graduated from culinary school.


      "You practically have the job before you even arrive!" Emma had gushed over the telephone the week prior. "Oh, Sher, I'm so happy you're coming back to Atlanta. And the timing couldn't be more perfect. We're just days away from placing an ad for a wedding planner to join the staff. All you have to do is impress Jackson and Madeline, and I predict you have that in the bag."


      Sherilyn pulled the keys from the ignition, dropped them into her bag, and drummed her fingers on the door handle. She swallowed past the clump of anxiety one more time, took the bull by the horns—Well. The door by the handle!—and yanked it open.


      One foot on the ground and the other on its way, and Emma's voice sang in her ears like church bells. "Sher! You're here! Sher!"


      Emma slammed into her and enveloped Sherilyn in her arms, kissing her several times hard on the cheek.


      "It's so good to see you! How was the trip?"


      "Long."


      "Any trouble finding us?"


      She shook her head and smiled as Emma turned toward the uniformed boy emerging from the lobby. "This is Sherilyn Caine, Bobby. She'll be staying with us for a while. I have her booked in room two-ten." Turning back toward Sherilyn, she added, "It has the sweetest little balcony that overlooks the courtyard." And before Sherilyn could reply, Emma had spun back to the bellman again, producing a key from the pocket of her navy blue pleated trousers. "Take her bags up for her?"


      "Yes, ma'am."


      He reached for the laptop case slung across Sherilyn's shoulder—pale pink with a bright neon orange, yellow and pink flower emblazoned across the front— but she braced it close and shook her head. "I'll keep this with me."


      "And return the key to my office?" Emma asked him.


      "Will do."


      Emma looped her arm through Sherilyn's and grinned at her. "If he calls me ma'am again, there's going to be trouble." Sherilyn giggled. "I have tea and snacks set up for us. Then I'll take you on a little tour of the hotel on our way up to Jackson's office."


      "I'm not supposed to meet with him until tomorrow morning."


      "Not for a meet. Just a greet."


      "Oh. All right. I don't look too—"


      "You look beautiful, just like always."


      "Liar."


      "Sher!"


      "Come on," she said with a chuckle as they crossed the entry and sailed through the doors leading to a beautiful courtyard. "You can say it. I look like you-know-what."


      "Yes, I know what. Like my college roommate with the peaches-and-cream skin, silky strawberry-blonde hair and those great big turquoise-blue eyes."


      "Accent on big?"


      "Sher. Cut it out."


      "You still look like you did the last time we were together, Emma. And I look like I ate the girl you knew."


      "Sherilyn! Stop that."


      Emma pointed at a wrought-iron bistro table set with china and linens, and the two of them took their places on either side of it.


      "You always warned me that my metabolism would catch up with me," Sherilyn said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "And did it ever overtake me!"


      Emma tilted her head to one side and smiled. "You've always been the prettiest girl I've ever seen close up. That hasn't changed, Sher."


      She sighed. "It's so good to see you, Em."


      Emma reached across the table and squeezed Sherilyn's hand. "Tell me everything. Start with Andy."


      The corners of her mouth were suddenly attached to invisible wires like a marionette, and Andy controlled the crossbar. Just the mention of his name, and the grin bubbled up from somewhere deep inside of her, plastering itself across her face.


      "He's spectacular."


      Emma laughed. "Well, he must be. I owe him a huge debt of thanks when I finally meet him. I've always wished you'd stayed in Atlanta."


      Sherilyn pulled her bright pink laptop from the sleeve of its case and slid it open. In a matter of a couple of clicks, a screen-sized photo of Andy smiled at her. She shifted the laptop toward Emma and waited for her reaction.


      "That's him?"


      "Yep," she beamed. "That's my Andy."


      "He's a regular Clooney!"


      "Better."


      "Sher, really. He's adorable."


      "I know!"


      Sherilyn's attention was drawn away toward the woman approaching them with a tiered tray, grinning at her over the bridge of square black glasses. Her ebony hair, pulled back from her face into a messy little bun, was punctuated by bangs cropped short. A tiny silver hoop pierced her nose, and one arm sported a sprawling, colorful garden of a tattoo.


      "Oh good!" Emma exclaimed. "Fee! I want you to meet my college friend, Sherilyn Caine. Sher, this is my right arm, Fee Bianchi."


      Fee set the tray down at the center of the table, wiped both palms on her apron, and extended a hand toward Sherilyn. "Let me shake the hand of the woman who set the bar on friendship with Emma Rae Travis."


      Sherilyn giggled. "It's not easy, is it?"


      Fee squeezed her hand. "You said a mouthful."


      "Hey!" Emma cried playfully. "That's enough of that."


      Fee snickered. "Who's the honey?" she asked, nodding toward the laptop screen.


      "Sher's fiancé."


      "He looks like McDreamy."


      "Well, he is pretty McDreamy," Sherilyn returned with a giggle.


      "Way to pick 'em," Fee congratulated Sherilyn. Gazing at her over the top of her glasses, she said, "Emma says you're a shoo-in as Madeline's replacement."


      "Madeline?"


      "Oh, that's Jackson's sister. She's been coordinating all of the weddings since we opened," Emma explained. "But she's ready to get back to her life now. When Jackson said we needed someone superhuman to replace her, I thought of you right away." She turned toward Fee and grinned. "Sher is David Tutera and Colin Cowie all rolled into one. She's a phenomenon."


      Sherilyn felt her confidence shrink back a step. "I hope you didn't tell Jackson all that."


      "I did."


      "And more," Fee added.


      "Oh my."


      "She's the Queen of the Themed Wedding," Emma explained. "This one time, she—"


      "All right, all right," Sherilyn cried, poking Emma in the arm with her finger. "Cut it out."


      Emma chuckled and puckered up her lips to toss Sherilyn an animated little kiss.


      "I've got crumb coat calling my name," Fee announced. "You two enjoy your lunch. It was great to meet you, Sherilyn."


      "You too, Fee."


      Sherilyn waited for Fee to go before she turned to Emma. "Crumb coat?"


      "Oh, yeah," she said with a chuckle. "You know how, when you bake a cake, sometimes crumbs get all jumbled up in the frosting?"


      "And that's a bad thing?"


      Emma shot her a look before continuing. "When you bake something that doesn't come in a mix from Betty Crocker, and especially when you're baking it for someone else, you try to make it as pretty and tasty as possible."


      Sherilyn giggled before nodding. "Oh. I see."


      "Crumb coating is when we apply a thin layer of icing to the cake just after it's cooled to seal in the moisture."


      "Mmm. Moist cake. Got any of that here?"


      Emma chuckled as she set about the business of filling two plates with little finger sandwiches, and she added two flowershaped butter cookies from the tiered tray to Sherilyn's plate as she prodded, "Let's get back to Andy. Tell me all about him."


      "Well, he's fabulous," she replied, accepting the plate. "He's beautiful and brilliant. He loves the Falcons—


      "Of course!"


      "—and the Blackhawks—"


      Emma turned up her nose and shrugged. "Hockey? Okay. I guess."


      "—and he's an orthopedic specialist."


      "Wait! You're marrying . . . You never told me that. You're going to be Dr. and Mrs. Andy—" She paused, waiting for Sherilyn to fill in the blank.


      "Drummond."


      "Dr. and Mrs. Andy Drummond?"


      Sherilyn beamed and nodded. "Yep."


      Emma raised her hand above the center of the table, and Sherilyn clapped one time hard against it with her own.


      "And you're sure?"


      "Not a doubt in the sky."


      "After just a few weeks," Emma stated, and she shook her head. "For a planner like you, that's a little bit of a miracle."


      "Tell me about it, but no doubts at all. He's absolutely the one for me."


      "After everything you went through—"


      "No," Sherilyn snapped, holding up her hand. "No talk of the past."


      "I didn't mean anything by it. I just think it's so great, after what happened—"


      "Em, please. I don't want to talk about past relationships. In fact, I don't want to even think about anything or anyone that came before Andy."


      "Even me?"


      "You know what I mean."


      "All right," Emma said with a nod, passing her a steaming cup. "Orange pekoe. Try it with cream."


      "What about you and Jackson? How are things on that front?"


      "Smooth sailing," Emma replied, and she glanced up at Sherilyn with a timid smile. "I've never known anyone like him."


      The two of them exchanged contented grins.


      "Check us out," Emma said on a sigh. "Happy. Who knew?"
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      "Hey, Susannah," Emma greeted the sixtyish woman with the salt-and-pepper bun who poured coffee into a large black mug. When she looked up at them over wire glasses, she reminded Sherilyn of a coiffed version of Mrs. Butterworth.


      "Good morning, Emma."


      "Susannah Littlefield, meet Sherilyn Caine." Turning toward Sherilyn, she added, "Susannah is Jackson's executive assistant. Translation: She runs the place."


      Susannah popped with a chuckle. "You and I both know it's Georgiann who runs this place."


      Emma laughed. "Too true."


      "Welcome to The Tanglewood, Sherilyn. Emma's been singing your praises for weeks."


      "Is Jackson in his office?" Emma asked.


      "I was just bringing him his coffee."


      Emma took the mug from Susannah's hands and gave Sherilyn a quick nod to follow her through the door into the main office.


      Jackson Drake was far more handsome in person than in his photographs. She remembered Emma relating her first impression of him the day that he walked into The Backstreet Bakery where she used to work.


      "He was wearing a fine Italian suit, polka-dotted with raindrops," she'd said, "but he still looked like he'd just stepped off the front cover of GQ."


      Minus the raindrops, Sherilyn thought he still did.


      When he spotted Emma, his smile lit up the room. She set the coffee down in front of him, and they exchanged a quick, modest brush of hands.


      "How's your day going?" she asked him.


      "Much improved right now," he replied.


      "Well, I'm about to make it even better. I want you to meet The Tanglewood's next wedding planner."


      When he stood up from his chair, he unfolded into more than six feet of handsome leanness. "You must be Sherilyn."


      "And you're Jackson," she returned, extending her hand to meet his.


      "Welcome back to Atlanta."


      Sherilyn grinned. "Thank you. It's good to be back. Your hotel is gorgeous."


      "I'm going to give her the grand tour," Emma told him.


      "You'll have your official interview with her tomorrow. I just wanted to give you a chance to say hello."


      "I'm glad you did," he said, and his dark chocolate eyes glistened.


      Emma leaned in toward him. "I've got brownies cooling downstairs. There's a couple of them with your name on them."


      "Promise?"


      "I'll bring them up after I get Sherilyn settled in her room." Jackson beamed.


      "Do you want to join us for dinner?" she asked him. "I thought I'd introduce her to the culinary artistry of Anton Morelli."


      "I've got men's group tonight with Miguel."


      Emma nodded. "I forgot. I'll see you later then."


      "With brownies."


      "With brownies."


      "Sherilyn, we're really happy to have you here," Jackson told her. "I look forward to talking to you more tomorrow."


      "Me too, Jackson. Have a good afternoon."


      They crossed through Susannah's empty office and strolled down the hall toward the elevator. Emma pressed the call button, and they both faced front, staring at the closed door until Sherilyn finally broke the silence.


      "So that's Jackson."


      "Mm-hmm."


      "Well, no wonder."


      "Yeah. I know."


      "He's—"


      "Hot, yes?"


      "Oh, yeah."
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      The Wedding Planner's Ultimate Bridal Checklist


      Part I


      6-12 Months Before the Wedding:


       


      Bride & Groom:


      ___ Announce engagement


      ___ Select the wedding date


      ___ Hire the wedding planner


       


      Wedding Planner:


      ___ Scout locations for the ceremony and reception


      ___ Help establish a guest list based on venues


      ___ Develop a wedding budget


      ___ Provide the bride with a user name and password for the shared online calendar of appointments and events


      ___ Secure the venue(s)


      ___ Book the minister/priest/rabbi


      ___ Agree on specific color scheme, theme and degree of formality


      ___ Formalize a floral list


      ___ Begin to shop for the perfect invitations
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      Each of my weddings and parties has a very specific theme. This one is the Renaissance wedding. It was held at a cathedral with these beautiful stained glass windows. And the reception was out on the lawn; a couple of acres of rolling green hills."


      "It's beautiful," Jackson commented, and Sherilyn clicked over to the next page.


      "All of the fabrics were silks and brocades, and we chose a palette of jewel tones."


      The next page of Sherilyn's online portfolio displayed one of her favorites. "This was my 60s-themed anniversary party for a couple who had been married for fifty years. We played classic music from the 1960s, the men wore these crazy tiedyed shirts, and the women wore maxi dresses and flowers in their hair."


      "Sounds like fun."


      "It really was," she replied as she closed the bright pink laptop. "I like to think of each of my events as a tribute to the personality of my clients. It can be as different and unique as they are."


      "Well, Emma said you were good."


      Sherilyn smiled and lowered her eyes. "Emma is a bit of a public relations representative, I'm afraid."


      "She's enthusiastic about the people and things that she loves," Jackson said with a nod. "In this case, I'm in agreement. I think what you've shown me today is a really good fit for The Tanglewood and what we strive to offer our customers."


      "I'm so happy to hear that."


      Jackson plucked a sheet of paper from the blue file balanced on his leg, and he handed it to her.


      "I've outlined an official offer for you," he said, and her heart bounced a couple of times in her chest. Thumpity-thumpitythump-thump! "Take some time to look it over. I'd like for you to start Monday, if you're available. That will give you a full three weeks with my sister Madeline. She's been doing the job since we opened, and she'll be able to walk you through her process so you can decide what seems effective, then how to make the job your own. Is Monday too soon?"


      "No," she replied. "It's perfect."


      "You're free to stay here at the hotel until you find a place. Will you be buying a house?"


      "Yes. Andy arrives tomorrow, and we'll start shopping the local housing market on Friday."


      "How about the four of us have dinner together on Friday night then?"


      Sherilyn smiled. "That would be lovely."


      "Emma says you opted for Chinese takeout last night. But you really have to experience what Anton has to offer in the restaurant downstairs."


      "So I am told."


      "Excellent. Think it over, and you can give me your answer then."


      She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear as she stared down at the official offer in her hand. The salary was substan


      tially higher than what she'd been making on her own, and the opportunity to work with Emma was a no-brainer.


      "I don't really have to think it over," she told him. "I'm all yours."


      "I'm happy to hear it," he replied. "And I know Emma will be thrilled that it's all come full circle and you're back together again."


      Sherilyn shot him a broad grin. "She's a nut."


      "She is indeed."


      His sly smile was endearing, and Sherilyn reached toward him and shook his hand between both of hers.


      "Thank you, Jackson. I'm really looking forward to working for you."


      She could hardly wait to get back to her hotel room and dial Andy's number. When he answered, her heart soared at the sound of his voice.


      "Andy. It's me."


      "Hey! It's so good to hear from you. I miss you."


      "I miss you, too."


      "How did the meeting go?"


      "He offered me the job!" she squealed, rummaging through the cosmetic bag hidden inside the closet.


      "That's wonderful."


      "I know it! It's just perfect. And listen, I told my new boss that we'd have dinner with him and Emma Friday night here at the hotel."


      "Sounds like a plan."


      "Do you want me to pick you up at Hartsfield?" she asked, miming her jubilation when she found her Ziploc baggie of emergency chocolates.


      "No, my flight gets in right at the peak of rush hour," he told her. "I'll take MARTA out your way and rent a car there. We have dinner at Mother's tomorrow night."


      Sherilyn gulped as she plopped down on the bed. "Okay. And we have appointments to look at houses on Friday morning with that realtor Emma knows."


      "Sherilyn?"


      "What?"


      "She's going to love you."


      She peeled back the foil and poked a chocolate candy into her mouth. The creamy texture provided the instant gratification she craved, and she sighed. "Okay."


      "I know my mother is going to love you."


      Sure she is.


      "Are you breathing?"


      "Mm-hmm."


      "Promise?"


      "Yep."


      Sherilyn opened another candy and placed it on her tongue with a sigh.


      "Don't worry."


      "Oo-kay."


      "Sherilyn."


      "Andrew."


      "I love you."


      She sighed again. Thank God!


      "I love you, too. And I'll see you tomorrow."
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      Andy planned to meet Jeff at The Boundary on Division Street by eight o'clock, but he jogged through the front door at 8:45. When he reached the table, Jeff was dipping a jumbo jalapeno pretzel into a small dish of melted cheese.


      "Sorry, buddy. I got held up."


      "Yeah," Jeff managed through his full mouth. "I see how you are. Abandoning me here while you move off to Atlanta to live near your mommy, and you can't even give us the send-off dinner I deserve."


      "Looks like you started without me. Good."


      Andy shrugged out of the brown leather bomber jacket and tossed it to the empty chair beside him. The waitress appeared at their table just then, and Andy gave her a nod.


      "Another couple of those hot pretzels. And a club soda, no lime."


      "Anything else for you?" she asked Jeff. "Another Coke?"


      "Yeah. And what kind of sandwiches come on the appetizer platter of minis?"


      "You can choose between chopped pork and burgers."


      "Make it pork."


      "You got it."


      "Planning to eat your way through the night, are ya?" Andy ribbed his friend.


      "Zip it. Let's get down to business. What's it going to take to stop you from moving to Hotlanta?"


      "What, you're trying to buy me off? You think giving up true love has a price tag?"


      Jeff yanked his checkbook from the pocket of his sport coat and clicked a pen. "You bet I do. So what'll it be? How much? Twelve bucks? Fifteen? You name your price because I'm not taking no for an answer."


      "As tempting as your twelve bucks offer is, I'm afraid you're out of luck."


      The waitress set down their drinks and slid the plate of pretzels toward Andy.


      "Thanks."


      The instant she left the table, Jeff tore off a chunk of one of Andy's pretzels and stuffed it into his mouth.


      "Nice."


      "C'mon," he said as he chewed. "I'm not saying Sherilyn's not a great girl. But do you have to leave town to marry her?"


      Andy dunked a piece of the pretzel into the cheese and popped it into his mouth as he nodded. "Yep."


      "Why? She can't marry you here?"


      "I think she'd rather have married me here, if you want to know the truth. But I got this job offer that I didn't want to turn down."


      "Orchestrated by Mommy."


      "She had the connection, but I really like what they're doing in sports injuries at the Atlanta center. It's the kind of ortho I've always been interested in, you know that."


      "Yeah, but . . ." Jeff shrugged and glared down at the tabletop. "Atlanta?"


      "It's my home."


      "But it's not mine!"


      The way Jeff stared at him Andy couldn't help but laugh. "I know you're used to the world revolving around you, Durgin. But this time it's about me and Sherilyn."


      "Yeah. Whatever."


      Jeff broke off another chunk of pretzel from Andy's plate, and Andy reached across the table and gave his friend's shoulder a shove.


      "I'm only gonna ask you one more time. You're sure about marrying her, right?"


      "Durgin, c'mon."


      "Well, c'mon yourself. You just met her, like, what? Twenty minutes ago?"


      "It's been a couple of months."


      "Oh! Oh, well that's another thing entirely! A couple months."


      "And it took me about three minutes to know she was it for me."


      "At least let me do a background check on her," he suggested.


      "I am not one of your law firm's ancient clients getting ready to marry a former stripper young enough to be my greatgranddaughter."


      "Hey. We have other clients too. It will take twenty-four hours, bro. Look at it as an engagement present, from me to you."


      "Only you would suggest an engagement gift of a background check on my fiancée."


      "C'mon. Andy, you hardly know a thing about her."


      "I know everything I need to know."


      The waitress delivered the platter of pork sandwiches, and Andy gave her a nod. "Thank God. My pretzels are almost gone. Who knows what he would have started gnawing on after that."


      She giggled as she turned away.


      "You want one of these?" Jeff offered.


      "Yeah. I'm still starving."


      Over the next hour of conversation, Andy found himself looking around at the place he'd come to know as a second home. From the stone fireplace, copper tiles, and bow-truss ceiling of the eighty-year-old building, a former auto shop, to the plasma televisions and shuffleboard table in the back, The Boundary had become Andy's go-to spot for watching sports and tossing back sandwiches and the occasional bottle or two of ale with his buddies. He would miss the place, and he wondered if any of the Atlanta hangouts from his younger days would still be around. Or if he'd still be interested in frequenting them now, in his thirties.


      He'd left Atlanta nearly five years ago, and not a month had passed since then that his mother hadn't issued an open invitation for his return. He supposed that her "accidental meeting" with the wife of the guy who owned the most prestigious line of sports clinics in the South had, first and foremost, been an opportunity for Vanessa Drummond to lure her son home.


      If it hadn't been for the fact that Sherilyn had such a fondness for Atlanta, he might not have even considered the move. Not that she had any family there, or anywhere else for that matter, but she did have her friend Emma, and now this new job had dropped right into her lap. Andy figured his mother might have been right when she'd declared that it was "just meant to be."


      He hoped so, anyway. He'd never say it out loud, of course, but his mother and Jeff were right about Sherilyn. He barely knew her when he'd proposed.


      "You have no idea what you're getting into," his mother had chided. "You haven't had time to even know who this woman is!"


      "She's got no mom for you to check out," Jeff had pointed out. "Normally, a guy can look at the mother-in-law to figure it all out. Will everything drop to her knees when she hits forty? Will she balloon up to three hundred pounds out of nowhere? Maybe she'll have digestion issues later in life, and fart every time she gets out of a chair."


      Andy fixed his gaze on Jeff for a moment and laughed right out loud.


      "Wha?"


      Shaking his head, Andy told him, "I'm going to miss you, moron."


      "Yeahyouwill!"
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      "Are you sure your young lady wouldn't rather stay here at the house? We certainly have the space to make her comfortable in one of the guest rooms."


      "No, Mother, thank you. Sherilyn's going to stay at The Tanglewood until we find a house."


      "I've been there, you know."


      Andy tried not to stare at her, but he couldn't seem to divert his fixation from her tight-as-a-drum new face. When she narrowed her gray eyes at him, he blinked and jerked his gaze into his coffee cup instead.


      "I'm sorry. You've been where?"


      "The Tanglewood, darling. Eleanor Buckman's annual cancer tea was held there this year."


      Andy stifled the grin. An annual cancer tea sounded like an unpleasant diagnostic tool.


      "The menu was divine and the ambiance quite—"


      When she fell silent, mid-sentence, Andy blinked again.


      "Andrew, please. Just be out with it."


      "With what?"


      "With whatever you want to ask me."


      "Mother, I don't—"


      "All right then, I'll ask it for you. Have I had some work done? Yes, Andrew, I have. I had a tiny little nip-tuck. My third since you moved away, in fact."


      Andy sighed.


      "Well, thank you for not feigning surprise, darling." He grinned at his mother and squeezed her hand. "You always look beautiful, Mother. I don't know why you feel the need."


      "Because I'm not getting any younger, that's why. And to make matters worse, I'm not aging gracefully, so I will continueto have facelifts as needed until my ears meet at the back of my head. Then I'll stop. Fair enough?"


      Andy didn't bother to reply. She hadn't changed one iota in the year since he'd last been home.


      "Now when am I going to meet this Chicago goddess of yours? Hmm?"


      "I'm headed over to the hotel in a bit, and I'll bring her back here for dinner."


      "Seven, sharp," she instructed, tapping her perfect coral fingernail on the side of the china cup before her. "I thought I'd have Cook prepare some of his beef bourguignon since it's your favorite. She's not one of those stick figures who won't eat red meat, is she?"


      "No, Mother. She's not a stick figure. She has very nice curves, in fact. And whatever you decide for dinner is fine."


      "No allergies or diet restrictions? She's not gluten or lactose intolerant?"


      Andy chuckled. "Sherilyn is perfectly healthy, Mother."


      "Well, I'm happy to hear it. Not that I would have any personal knowledge, of course. So I find I have to ask you."


      "Is there anything else you'd like to know about her?" he asked as he rose from the chair. Leaning over his mother, he planted a kiss on her very tight cheek. "Her favorite color is lavender. She tends to get motion sickness. And she didn't own a cell phone until three years ago."


      "Lavender." The way Vanessa repeated it, Andy could only conclude that she disapproved.


      Leaning in the doorway, he pulled a straight face as he added, "Did I mention that she's often mistaken on the street for Lady Gaga?"


      "Oh, dear Lord."


      "Yeah, you're going to love her, Mother. See you around seven."
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      Wedding Themes: The Fairy Tale Wedding



      LOCATIONS


      [image: ]Outdoor facility that includes a garden path


      [image: ] A rented mansion or castle


      [image: ] A mountaintop overlooking the sea, a meadow of


      wildflowers, or a forest


       


       


      DECORATIONS


      [image: ] Arches, trellises, and over-the-top flowers and candles


      [image: ] A palatial entrance between two curved staircases


      [image: ] Chairs draped in pastel tulle


      [image: ] Castles, horse-drawn carriages, silver bells,

      and/or glass slippers


      [image: ] A dance floor topped by a canopy of twinkling lights


       


       


      FLOWERS


      [image: ] Roses, roses, roses, and more roses


      [image: ]Other alternatives: gardenias, orchids, lilies-of-the-valley,

      camellias


       


       


      CAKES AND TOPPERS


      [image: ] Towering castle with a turret


      [image: ]Layers adorned with roses, ribbons and/or bows


      [image: ]Twinkling lights or small candles to create a magical effect
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      What about this one?"


      Sherilyn filled the doorway between the bathroom and her hotel room like a crooked human Y, both arms above her head, clutching the jamb, and curving her body to show off the pretty lavender dress with the cap sleeves and lace yoke that she'd bought the day before leaving Chicago.


      "It's really cute," Emma told her. "But so were the other five."


      Sherilyn deflated and padded across the carpet in bare feet. She fell to the bed beside Emma with a plop, tipping sideways into the large pile of discarded outfits.
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