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For those regular folks who are anything but.


Prologue

Wake up. You’re dreaming. But she wasn’t.

It was the kind of moment that didn’t feel real,
when reality suspended itself. Ally felt like she was looking in on
her own life from a safe distance. She stared up at the colorful
fireworks exploding in the sky all for her, the cascading hues and
the loud bangs overwhelming her senses. Her family and friends
applauded, stealing glances at her to reassure themselves of her
joy, and to absorb all they could secondhand. She knew this moment
meant just as much to them as it did to her. Brent, at her side,
clasped her hand tightly and, every once in a while, gave it a
little squeeze.

They were engaged.

He’d asked her to marry him just five minutes ago,
and yet she still didn’t feel any different. Still just Allison
Hale, fourth-grade teacher, but maybe with a little more behind
her. She was going to be a Carmichael, for God’s sake. That would
take some getting used to. As a girl from humble beginnings,
marrying into one of the richest families in Dallas hadn’t really
been an option on her radar. She was just…her.

They’d discussed marriage after dating for close to
a year, but for some strange reason she never actually imagined it
would be her reality. Why was that? Yet following a candlelit
dinner at the rooftop restaurant in Dalliance, one of Dallas’s
upscale hotels, Brent had suggested they take a stroll around the
deck and take in the view. Hand in hand, they’d walked along the
railing, all the twinkling lights of the city glistening back at
them. Brent had given her hand a tug, bringing them to a pause just
as Allison was explaining that their dessert had been clearly sent
from God because of the quality of the whipped cream. Ally quirked
her head because Brent seemed distracted, like he had something on
his mind more important than whipped cream, and honestly, what
could be more important than that? His dark eyes met hers, and she
stared up at his six-four frame that often made her feel smaller
than she was.

“I think we’re meant to be, Ally.”

“You do, huh? I think the whipped cream was meant to
be part of our lives as well,” she said with a lighthearted grin,
oblivious at the time. But he wasn’t smiling back. Weird. He had
perfected the thoughtful smolder, and it was on display now. God,
look at him. How did someone like him end up interested in her? She
was pretty enough, but no huge head turner, especially compared to
the women who ran in Brent’s circles. She was self-aware enough to
get that.

He ignored the whipped cream reference and pressed
on. Almost as if he had a script. “We fit together, and you’re
everything I’m looking for in a partner, someone to share my life
with. You’re beautiful, kind, and you put up with my idiot ideas,
at least long enough to explain to me that buying a six-pack of
huskies is maybe not the best plan for the long term.”

“Maybe just start with one,” she said gently.

“See? That’s exactly it. You level me out. You’re
what I need, and I love you so much.” He was beaming, on some sort
of high.

“I love you, too,” Allison said. “Wait, what’s going
on?” To her left, she became aware of someone snapping a photograph
of them. That was odd. She raised an eyebrow. Another click of the
shutter. “Why is he doing that?” she asked Brent, slightly
concerned by the photo stalker.

Brent grinned at her, proud and unwavering. His
confident gaze then swept the terrace, and out of thin air, her
parents approached, clutching each other. What in the world? Then
came her older sister, Betsy, looking gorgeous with her blond hair,
the same shade as Allison’s own, swept up, walking alongside her
husband, Dell. On the other side of them stood Brent’s parents and
his younger brother, Jeff. Okay, so this was not a coincidence.
This was an actual event, and now her hands were numb and her mind
was on fast-forward, trying to catch up. Understanding dawned just
as Brent sank to one knee and pulled a velvet box from the pocket
of his blazer. Oh God. Shove the whipped cream to the side. This
was happening. And it was happening in front of everyone,
thirty-two stories in the air.

“Yes,” she said, without even giving it any thought,
and here they stood, staring up at the fireworks as a happy group,
only she was watching from somewhere nearby, unable to fully absorb
the turning of the wheels already in motion. But there was nothing
to be afraid of. This was Brent and her. They got along great. He
was tons of fun, better looking than she ever would have hoped for
in a husband, relaxed, easy to get along with, and richer than God.
And somehow, Brent saw something in her that appealed to him. As of
this moment, her life was figured out and all right there in front
of her. Laid out with certainty. That counted for a ton, and she
should be flying high. Instead, she watched the gleeful scene from
a measured distance. That was strange, right? She swallowed the
question and tried to focus.

Ally exchanged a smile with her sister and beamed up
at the fireworks that were commissioned for the occasion of her
very own engagement. Surreal. She tried not to think about what
would have happened if she’d said no. This whole setup must have
cost a ton, and everyone had dressed up and driven over, given up
their whole evening.

She tried to anchor herself in the moment and shut
down her racing brain. She took in the familiar scent of Brent’s
cologne and forced herself to absorb every detail, as it would
surely be one of her fondest memories when she looked back over her
life, years from now.

“Are you happy?” Brent asked quietly.

“Yes,” she said automatically. “Are you?”

“I’m the luckiest guy alive. Are you kidding? And
everything went like clockwork.” He chuckled quietly. “I love it
when that happens. All for you. Well, us.”

They were an us now, always and forever.
Whoa. The world was a crazy place.

When the fireworks reached their crescendo, an
amazing spectacle of a colorful finale, a server appeared with a
large bucket with two sweating bottles of champagne and glasses.
They all gathered together on the terrace for a bubbly toast given
by Brent’s father, Dalton Carmichael. “I toast to my eldest son,
his future wife, and the joining of two families. Today is a
special day.” Allison watched as her parents practically vibrated
with joy, their smiles bigger than she’d ever seen them. Her mother
had clearly had her hair done into a fancy updo and wore a new
dress that looked more expensive than anything she’d ever seen her
in. Seeing her glow more than warmed her heart. A union with the
Carmichaels was good for her family in more ways than one, and now
it was all happening. She beamed back at them, pleased to have been
the one to make them proud, a spot usually reserved for her older
sister. But tonight was hers. Her father had his arm tightly
around her mother as if he was the luckiest guy on Earth.

They sipped and stared and sipped some more. “Now
what?” she asked the group, who answered with laughter.

Brent raised a victorious eyebrow and lifted his
glass. “Now is the fun part. We get to plan a wedding.”


Chapter One

From the boardroom on the fourteenth floor of the
Wilton Office Suites, Megan Kinkaid studied her bulleted notes, her
dark hair pulled into what she called her smooth-serious-business
ponytail. “Where are we on the Adams wedding?” she asked her team.
“Someone update me.”

Kelsey, her right hand at work and closest friend,
jumped on the question. “Bride is pivoting from the interlocking
hearts ice sculpture. She’s worried it’s gaudy and cliché.”

“She wouldn’t be wrong,” Miranda, another employee,
murmured from her spot next to Kelsey. She was never one to hold
back her snark.

Kelsey continued, “I’ve tried to direct her to
something classic, timeless, or even memorable. But what she wants,
she gets.”

“Can’t argue with that,” Megan said. “Good. Any
fires I should know about?”

“Not today. She’s surprisingly calm.” Kelsey checked
her watch. “Give her time.”

Megan smiled. “Perfection. You seem to have things
under control.”

Her team of five was made up of smart, patient
multitaskers with a mixture of personalities, on purpose. Megan
appreciated their individual talents and recognized that they each
served a fantastic purpose at Soiree, the wedding and event
planning company she’d started twelve years earlier. Back then, it
was just Megan working alone from her studio apartment, handling
one wedding a weekend for very little, wearing her customary navy
dresses and suits to the events, and meeting clients at cafés and
coffee shops to consult. Since then, she’d grown the business
exponentially, building on one referral after the next. She’d
ascended the ranks of the in-demand event planners until she sat at
the top of the heap as Dallas’s most sought after, and notably most
expensive, event coordinating company. They still wore their
signature navy to each and every event, but nowadays, Soiree worked
for top echelon clients, tackling corporate events, weddings,
anniversaries, and even the occasional political gala, provided the
candidate was on the correct side of the fight. Megan Kinkaid knew
her business and the value she brought to her clients and had no
problem charging for it. The fruits of her labor were on display in
their high-end suite of offices located in the heart of downtown.
Gourmet coffee, fresh pastries, and colorful floral arrangements
were delivered daily from preferred vendors. Only the finest
furnishings and finishes accented the suite so that it felt both
sleek and comfortable for the staff and their clients. Megan aimed
to impress from the moment a client walked in the door.

“About the sculpture, have your client look through
Glacial Art’s portfolio. That guy might be more what she’s looking
for,” Cade, her one male staffer, said to Kelsey from behind his
laptop. “His stuff is a bit more stylized and less in-your-face
about love and forever. If she’s going for regal and subtle, he
might be the one.”

“Great rec,” Kelsey said, pointing at him with her
pencil and jotting the note. “I’ll also pull his stuff for our next
meeting, so we can all familiarize ourselves.”

“I love it. What else?” Megan asked from her seat at
the head of the table.

“Mason wedding is this weekend,” Lourdes noted. She
was a go-getter and the newest hire, having just completed her
first year with the company. Young, just out of business school,
but already a contender. “We’re ahead of schedule. I just need to
confirm minor details with our vendors, and Elaine, the bride, was
hoping you would be calling the ceremony personally. I told her I’d
find out your schedule.”

Megan smiled. “You can tell Elaine that I will most
certainly be there, calling the show from my headset. In fact, I’ll
join you for the meeting, so she knows I’m in the loop.” Megan
understood that people booked with Soiree because of her personal
reputation, and though she wasn’t project leader on every event,
she tried to be as present as possible. “This afternoon, yes?”

“You got it. And it would definitely put her at
ease. She’s starting the week-of unravel.” Megan knew it well. It
landed approximately five days before the big day and left a bride
second-guessing every decision she’d made until she was relegated
to a crying mess in the corner of her designer bedroom, clutching a
bag of chips like a lifeline to Jesus.

“Then it’s our job to take that stress right off
her,” Megan said calmly. She was always calm. A gift. She then
picked up the lifestyle section of the Dallas Morning News
and held it up. “Next order of business.” Five heads swiveled. “I’m
not sure which of you saw, but there’s an engagement announcement
for Brent Carmichael in this morning’s write-ups.”

“Get out,” Cade said. “Someone wrapped him up? How
did we miss this? And how many Dallas women are sobbing on their
drives to work this morning? We need to start a count.”

“I’d heard he was seeing someone, but I didn’t know
we were close to marriage,” Megan said and dropped the paper onto
the table. “Yet here we are. Lucky us.”

Eyebrows rose and her team exchanged glances, well
aware that the Carmichaels’ oldest son’s wedding would be the
society event of the year. Megan pressed on, “While it would be
great to have our name all over this one, I want everyone to play
it cool. Let the Carmichaels come to Soiree if they think we can
get the job done. They’re going to want the best at the helm, after
all. No hiccups.”

“And that’s us,” Cade finished.

She smiled at him. “Exactly. I know Brent
Carmichael, and he’ll get it. We’ve handled the BeLeaf Foods
Christmas party for years now, and they fall all over themselves in
amazement at what we’ve managed to pull off.” The Carmichaels owned
a hugely popular chain of organic grocery stores in Dallas and had
systematically taken in a larger share of the market each year
they’d been in business. They were big players in the community and
highly respected for all that they’d brought to the city. They
were, quite frankly, Dallas royalty and at the top of any important
guest list.

“I’m not worried. I’d say that wedding is as good as
ours,” Kelsey said confidently, as if she couldn’t imagine any
alternative.

Megan held up a hand. “The real question is how we
make room for such a huge event on the schedule, especially if it’s
quick.”

Cade nodded. “If they’re looking at anything this
side of a year, it’s going to tax us. We’re already up to our
eyeballs.”

Megan folded her arms and regarded her team. No.
Challenged them. “Are we up for it?”

After a pause, five faces nodded eagerly back at
her, and she knew she could count on this rock-solid group.

“Who’s the bride? Do we have a name?” Demi, their
office assistant, asked. Young, blond, wide-eyed, and eager to
please. Megan saw her going places and hoped to groom her into a
coordinator over the next year or two.

“Interestingly enough, I’ve never heard of her,”
Megan said, turning the newspaper around to face the group once
again. “Allison Hale. Anyone?”

“Hmm.” Kelsey squinted. “There’s the Hale family
from New York. The fitness empire people with all the apparel.
Maybe she’s one of them?”

“Anything is possible, but Ms. Hale landed herself
the biggest fish in Dallas. But yes, there will be throngs of
socialites crying into their pillows after they see this
announcement.”

Miranda grinned, gleeful. “Read ’em and weep, girls.
Literally.”

Cade stared at her. “You take joy in pain.”

She didn’t blink. “I bathe in the tears of the
privileged.”

“So bad,” Kelsey said with a laugh. “But I think
I’ll follow you to hell. Life is short.”

The meeting concluded, and after a long day of
client consults and negotiating with vendors on the phone, Megan
arrived at her favorite bar in downtown Dallas, Shakers. At last,
she could be a person, breathe, and live life for herself.
Something that didn’t happen often enough these days. It was close
to eight, and she easily found Kelsey sitting at the bar, looking
like the knockout she was. After a rapid-fire day at Soiree, her
best friend still wore her stilettos just to grab a drink. Megan
would give her one thing—they made her legs look killer. That was
for damn sure. Her dark hair was clipped to the side with a stylish
barrette that matched the damn shoes, and her skin was flawless.
Not fair.

“I’m afraid I don’t have your shoe commitment,”
Megan said, sliding onto the stool next to Kelsey’s. “At a certain
hour of the day, the pretty ones have to come off. Mandated. I’m
not even going to apologize for it.”

“I’m glad. My only time to sparkle is when you don’t
have it in you to try.” Kelsey sipped her drink delicately and
batted her lashes. “My endurance is my saving grace.”

“No need to gloat.”

Their favorite martini spot with the calm blue
lighting scheme was just beginning to pick up as they shifted into
midevening, though the larger crowds arrived after ten, prime
hookup hours. Megan planned to be home by then, hopefully a little
more relaxed after a mango martini with an extra splash of lime.
She signaled the bartender, who knew her drink. She’d earned
it.

“Plus, I believe in fighting for my cause,” Kelsey
said and sipped her London Fog.

“And that would be?”

“Attracting the hottest woman in this bar and using
these shoes to do it.”

Megan surveyed the room on Kelsey’s behalf. “Lots of
options, K. Though it is only Tuesday. Maybe pace yourself.”

“Why? I could be hit by a cab tomorrow. Gotta live
while I can.” She sighed. “Same old faces, though. I’m bored with
Dallas. Let’s move west.”

Megan laughed. “And what would we do there?”

“Hollywood calls. We need our own reality show. A
day in the life of two kick-ass wedding planners.”

“Please. This is our town and we’re not giving it
up.”

“Texas, man. As a Black woman, I have a love-hate. I
hate its overconfidence, its audacity, but love that I’ve conquered
this city anyway.”

Megan could identify. She took after both her white
father and Black mother, and the noticeably white Dallas society
had not always made it easy for her on her way up the ladder. Yet
she’d refused to let outdated rules hold her back. She’d clawed her
way to the top, kicking in doors that had been otherwise closed,
and was now damn proud of the credit associated with her name.
People respected her, and that mattered.

Kelsey touched her glass to Megan’s. “Cheers to us.
Renegades that we are.” She then folded her arms on the table and
leaned in, perfectly glossed mouth pursed in anticipation.

“Yes?” Megan asked, amused.

“Speaking of bold moves, how was your thing with
Selena the other night? That was her name, right? The one who kept
overarching her eyebrow when she looked at you?” Kelsey
demonstrated with an exaggerated raise of her own.

Megan nearly spit out her drink. “That’s too good an
impression.”

“I pay attention. Now answer my question.”

Megan nodded and looked skyward, not exactly proud
of herself. “Dinner was mediocre. The conversation was surface
level.” She sighed.

“So a no-go.”

“I still took her home with me. I’m apparently that
girl.” She winced.

Kelsey shook her head, smiling and staring straight
at her. “You little minx. I love it when you indulge. It’s
rare.”

“Don’t minx me. It only encourages my bad behavior.”
She bit her lip in thought. “The thing is that I’m too tired to be
good and sort through the masses. I’m starting to think I’m a
puzzle piece without a match.”

“No, you’re not. And with Selena, I totally get it.
Bird in the hand,” Kelsey said coolly. “Plus, I tend to think if
you had felt something, you wouldn’t have taken her home.”

She frowned, not following. “What does that
mean?”

“You don’t do emotionally vulnerable. You never
have. The day you meet a woman who does that for you, your world is
going to tremble.”

“Maybe it’s better I stay as aloof as you, then.”
Megan sipped her drink, not believing a word of it. She wanted to
find someone. She did.

“I’d say you’re not far off.”

“That’s both complimentary and terrifying.”

“Then it should send you screaming.”

“Not funny.”

“Not wrong.”

Megan held up a hand. “All right, all right. So I’m
not good at taking emotional risks. That doesn’t mean I can’t be in
the future. I just need to meet the right person, the one who makes
me want to take that scary leap all for them.”

“I look forward to seeing it happen.” She laughed
behind her martini, and Megan balked.

She turned and studied the room behind them. Beyond
the sleek bar with the soft blue illumination and sculpted gray
barstools, a more relaxed conglomeration of couches allowed for
lounging and mingling over cocktails and small bites. There was a
small dance floor, but honestly no one at Shakers ever used it.
This was a place for Dallas singles to gather, carouse, and pair
up. But Kelsey was right. She should maybe try to allow herself to
feel something without allowing the terror to creep in. Who knew
what might happen? Daily, she watched as couple after couple walked
through the doors of her office, declaring their intention to spend
forever together. Maybe Megan simply wasn’t the type, and that was
totally okay. But she preferred to believe that she just wasn’t
ready yet. One day, she’d find her own love story. Right?

“Let yourself off the hook,” Kelsey said. “You don’t
have to be perfect all the time. You wanted a little action, and
you got it with Eyebrow Arching Selena.”

Megan winced. “Action sounds so crass.”

“An amorous encounter then, Jane Austen? Do you feel
better?”

Megan smiled. “Yes. I can live with an occasional
encounter on my résumé.”

“My kinda girl. Oh, who’s she?” Kelsey asked,
following a tall blonde as she moved across the room. “Hello.”

“That’s the deputy sheriff’s wife, so maybe no.”

Kelsey raised a nonchalant shoulder. “Says who? She
just smiled at me, and it wasn’t the platonic kind.”

“Lord above, please help my friend Kelsey not go to
hell or jail,” Megan said with a laugh. “But if she goes, maybe
take me with her.”

Kelsey bumped her shoulder. “This is why we’re ride
or die. You tell me what not to do but always let me do it
anyway.”

“Like I can stop you.”

“True.”

“But damn, it’s also fun to watch. My own personal
soap opera.”

Kelsey scrunched her shoulders and bounced her
eyebrows. “Mine better be rated R.”

“Oh, trust me.”

Megan limited herself to one drink and took her
leave, though Kelsey stayed behind for one more and who knew what
else. Probably a little flirtation with the off-limits blonde.
Megan hoped it would stop there but preferred not to interfere. The
less she knew, the less she’d worry. She headed home, a two-block
walk to the Union Towers Condominiums. She nodded to her doorman,
Chip, who was expecting a baby soon.

“Any sign of the smaller version of Chip yet?”

He shook his head. “I keep checking my phone, ready
to dash out of here.”

“Dammit. I’ve been anxious.”

“You’re anxious?” Chip said, opening the door
for her. “I sleep twenty-five minutes at a time. I’m like a wired
squirrel.”

“That little girl will be here before you know
it.”

“Good. I don’t know how much more I can take.”

She rode the elevator to the sixth floor and let
herself in to her favorite place on Earth, her two-bedroom
apartment, professionally decorated to her carefully explained
taste. The mostly white kitchen was complemented by the blue, gray,
and cream accents throughout her soft but sophisticated living
space. Dark woods anchored the room and made it somewhere she never
wanted to leave. Her bedroom was to the left, and a second bedroom
that she’d turned into her own private study, complete with
towering, full bookshelves, jutted off to the right.

She immediately changed into an oversized striped
button-up sleep shirt and panties and slipped beneath the cool
sheets, exhaling from her day. It would be a busy one tomorrow, and
as she closed her eyes, she went through a mental checklist of all
on her agenda the next morning, her nightly routine. Sterile? Sure,
but that’s how she’d found success. She put her job first, and she
did it well. Nothing wrong with that. Some people drifted off
dreaming of puppies, kittens, and rainbows. Megan put her ambition
first. She really liked her life and had so much more to
accomplish. She sighed, letting her muscles sink into the soft
mattress, knowing sleep would claim her shortly.

Tomorrow was just one more step in her journey.

 


* * *

 


Allison sank into the worn-in chair behind her desk
twenty seconds after arriving back in her empty classroom. The hard
part of her day was behind her. She’d just dropped her fourth
graders at their buses and various after-school programs, or handed
them off to their parents. Today had been school picture day and
thereby a whirlwind of hairbrushes, insecurities, refusals to
smile, and nervous energy. She needed two minutes of quiet just to
reclaim herself and remember that she was a person outside of
Ms. Hale, what are we doing today? Ms. Hale, can I use
the restroom? Ms. Hale, why do shoes squeak? She loved her kids
and her job, but the life of a teacher was definitely an exhausting
one. Her desk was a wreck, too, like she’d been to war with a band
of angry mice.

Luckily, it was the last Wednesday of the month, and
that meant happy hour with Betsy. Her sister would no doubt want to
talk about the wedding plans, and that was good because she could
use the tips and a swift kick to jump-start her progress. Her
sister absolutely lived for planning her own wedding a few years
back and had learned the ins and outs. Ally was more of a
go-with-the-flow kind of girl. She’d be thrilled with any kind of
gathering of her family and friends as long as everyone was having
a good time. But she knew expectations would be high for the
Carmichael family, and that’s why she needed Betsy. She was too far
out of her depth.

Rather than one of their usual meetup spots, they
decided to meet back at their childhood home where they could
spread out a bit at the kitchen table and relax. Betsy was already
mixing drinks in their parents’ kitchen when Allison arrived.
“Martinis. You game?”

She paused in front of the kitchen table. “Bringing
out the big guns. You realize I’m not very sophisticated, right?
I’ve had maybe two martinis in my life.”

“Exactly why we’re doing this. You’re about to be a
Carmichael, and that means acting the part. Plus, this is a big
day. We’re planning my little sister’s wedding. I can’t believe I
just said that.” She shook the shaker, looking like an ad. Betsy
had inherited all the looks in the family. Gorgeous, thick blond
hair. A pronounced dimple in her left cheek and sparkling blue eyes
that everyone made such a big deal about. Would you look at that
little girl’s eyes. Gorgeous! Allison had gotten the
dulled-down version of all those features but didn’t mind. She
liked her appearance and just smiled when people would fawn over
Betsy growing up. She also wasn’t someone who sought the limelight,
so her sister had been the perfect choice to absorb most all of
it.

“I honestly can’t believe it either.” Allison
blinked at the counter. “I’m engaged, Bets. It’s a done deal.”

“Your life is about to transform,” Betsy said,
making the gesture of an all-encompassing rainbow probably made of
glitter from the land of fashion-forward unicorns.

“Well, somewhat. The basics will stay the same.”

“What? You’re going to teach fourth grade and shlep
for Mom and Dad at the shop in the summers after you’re married to
Brent? No way.”

Allison frowned. “Well, yeah. Why would I not?”

“Because you’re marrying into lots and lots of money
and status. Ally. Come on. You’re not going to have to work. Ever.
There will be other expectations, though. Charities, child rearing,
social projects.”

“But I like my job, and Brent knows that.”

Betsy laughed in the way that said she knew better
and that Allison was too preciously naive to be real. “I give you a
year before you quit.”

Allison opened her mouth but swallowed the argument
on the tip of her tongue, knowing it was enough that she’d
eventually prove her sister wrong. She couldn’t imagine life
without her kiddos and her classroom, even as much as it kicked her
ass every day. She believed she’d found her calling. Plus, she
liked helping out their parents at their small health food store,
being part of the family business when she could, and spending time
with them.

“Voilà. One shaken martini, straight up, for the
bride.”

“Thank you,” Ally said, accepting the martini glass,
and feeling a little fancy and not minding it.

“Let’s get started,” Betsy said, taking a seat at
the table next to Allison.

“Okay.” She was nervous and excited but ready to do
this.

Betsy regarded her with overly sincere eyes. “I want
to start by saying that this is a journey, and each detail will
take time.” She covered Ally’s hand. “Trust me. I’ve been
there.”

“And I do,” Allison said, nodding.

“It’s best to start with the big details and work
down. But you’ll need someone to organize it all for you. A
planner, or you’ll go out of your mind and crash and burn a fiery
death.”

“You?” Ally asked. “Can’t you save me from the death
of fire? That doesn’t sound like something I’m interested in
experiencing.”

Betsy laughed. Loudly. “Me? Good God, no. I’d love
to help and will certainly offer my opinion, but I’m talking about
a professional. I used Hand in Hand, the wedding planners we met
that day at the Bridal Fair, but do you know who I dreamed of
having plan my wedding?” Ally shook her head. The details were
fuzzy. “Soiree.” Betsy left a large pause so the word could shimmer
in the ether for a moment. “They’re the planners in Dallas.
The sought after.”

“Then why didn’t you use them?” Allison asked,
really enjoying this martini and the way her neck muscles had gone
loose. Maybe she should have cocktails after school more often. Cue
the debauchery and rebellion. The thought made her laugh to
herself.

“Soiree? Oh, well, they’re impossible to book, Ally.
I couldn’t get in, and trust me, I tried. Megan Kinkaid is the
empress of events, and if she takes you on, listen to me”—she
adopted a feisty stare—“you’re golden.” Next, a light bulb seemed
to click on over Betsy’s head. “But you know what? You’re not in my
shoes. You’re marrying a Carmichael, for God’s sake. I have a
feeling that might make a huge difference. Allison, whoa.”

“What?”

“You could land Megan Kinkaid as your wedding
planner.” The look on Betsy’s face was now equivalent to someone
having dropped a million dollars in hard cash over her head.

Allison was skeptical. “Not if they’re booked solid.
Brent and I were planning on getting married in the summer, and
that’s less than a year away at this point. It’s already
autumn.”

Betsy deflated. “You might want to make an
exception, change your plans if it’s the difference between Soiree
and another option. Trust me when I say that these are the
people.”

“I do—I trust you,” Ally said, still not entirely
sold on there being only one company capable of pulling off the
kind of wedding Brent’s family would want. Then again, she really
didn’t want to blow this, her first official act as a member of
their family. They did have incredibly high standards. Suddenly,
the pressure seemed oppressive, and her cheeks went hot. She rolled
her shoulders. “Yeah, okay. Soiree it is, then. I’ll see what I can
do to make it happen.”

“Hidey ho!” their mother said, popping into the
kitchen through the garage door, arms full of food from the shop, a
grab-and-go health food store where they crafted and sold all sorts
of creative and fresh foods. With her fiery red hair swept up into
a now collapsing twist, she dropped her bags on the counter and
beamed at her girls. “Well, just look at the two of you. Heads
together at the kitchen table just like the days you did your
homework in that very spot. Don’t move.” She took out her phone and
snapped about eight photos in a row. “Darling.”

“Who are these people in my house?” her father
bellowed, joining them inside. His hair was mostly gray now and his
stomach a little more pronounced, but he still had that same
playful gleam in his eye. Such a softy. “How did they get in my
house? Who are they?” he asked their mother sincerely. He placed a
hand over his chest as if startled. “Oh. It’s just you two.”

“Hi, Daddy,” Betsy said. “Good day at the
store?”

Her father shrugged. “Customer traffic could have
been better, but we did okay.” Her parents had always been
entrepreneurs. In Allison’s lifetime, they’d cycled through half a
dozen businesses, some more outlandish than others, but the Nutcase
had been the longest lasting, having stayed open for close to a
decade now. Nestled in a pretty popular strip mall, they’d
established a good batch of regular morning customers, who picked
up breakfast and a drip coffee to go. Her parents’ crown jewel was
their grab-and-take oatmeal bar, the Dash Bar, which they sold
fresh in the store and packaged in boxes of six. Pop the bar in the
oven, and you had fresh, warm oatmeal in bar form, perfect for
eating in the car or in the midst of work. No spoon required. They
baked them fresh in-store but had started moving into licensing
them for retail, her father’s lifelong dream. They were already in
a couple of local mom-and-pop grocery stores and looking
desperately to grow to the big-box chains. The Nutcase would be a
thing of the past once, and if, the bars took off at the licensing
level the way her parents were hoping. They were ready to put
everything they had behind the product, believing in it that
much.

“How’s working with that new manufacturer on the
Dash Bar?” Betsy asked, turning around her chair. “Able to cut your
margins yet?”

“Not yet.” Her mother’s face brightened. “They’ve
been a dream, though, in every other sense. So much better than the
last manufacturer, who cut corners on the recipe. The bars now
taste almost like we make them fresh in the shop.”

“That’s fantastic.” Allison smiled, rooting her
parents on. She actually really enjoyed the bars and ate them
several times a week on her way to school. “I’m glad you got it all
sorted out.”

“We’re in the big time now, kids,” her dad said with
a proud smile. His business was everything, and he stayed up many
nights, trying to figure out how to make it all come together. Her
parents had always lived paycheck to paycheck and were looking to
capitalize on this new wave to solve their financial woes. “The
Dash Bar is on its way.” He turned to Allison. “Dalton, or should I
say your future father-in-law, pulled me aside the night of the
engagement to set up a formal meeting. Not just talk anymore. It’s
serious.”

“Get out,” Betsy said. “You’re going to be in the
BeLeaf stores? That would be insane. There are a million of them in
Texas alone.”

Her mother smiled demurely. “Well, we don’t know for
sure, but Dalton seemed to think that with you kids getting
married, the families should have a conversation.” Her parents,
sometimes to her embarrassment, had been talking up the Dash Bars
to the Carmichaels since the moment they’d met. Ally had asked them
to put the brakes on, and they’d been nice enough to respect her
wishes. But it seemed their seed planting might have taken root.
“Ally, if this deal goes through, you’ll be the hero.” Her mom
ruffled her hair the way she used to when Ally was five.

“I didn’t do anything but hit it off with Brent. The
business stuff is all you guys.”

“How’s the wedding planning going?” her father
asked, referencing the martini glasses with a grin.

Betsy lifted hers. “Well, we’ve accomplished two
things. Number one, martinis. Number two, we’ve decided on a
planner. Once Soiree is on board, I have a feeling all the doors
will fall open, and we’ll have access to all the best venues and
vendors.” Betsy sat back. “I’m jealous just thinking about it.”

“Your life is perfect,” Ally said. “Your husband is.
Even your lawn looks like a commercial.”

Betsy didn’t hesitate. “It is perfect. But Dallas
society didn’t fawn over an invitation to my wedding the way they
will yours. That’s a pretty big coup, little sister. Even I can
admit that, as competitive as I am.”

Allison shrugged it off. That part didn’t matter to
her, but she was happy it brought joy to her family, and if it
helped her parents ease their business struggles, well, that was a
pleasant bonus.

“You guys want to stay for dinner? I can whip up
some chicken tenders and cream gravy,” her father offered, always
the handy cook.

“I’m on Keto,” Betsy said, standing. Her perfect
figure didn’t need it. “The martini was a splurge.”

“Oh, I’ll stay,” Allison said with a smile. “Brent
is working late, and I need Dad’s chicken to survive this
week.”

“That’s my girl,” her mom said. “Let me change, and
we can set the table together.”

Allison relaxed, enjoying time at the house where
everything always felt simple and easy. With Brent, as much as she
adored him, there was always an element of keeping up, making sure
she was up on all the latest news or gossip. It was pressure she
put on herself unnecessarily, because he didn’t care, but it was
there all the same. Tonight, she would simply enjoy herself in her
childhood home with her cute, creative parents and some comfort
food.

She could tackle the wedding world tomorrow.

It wasn’t going anywhere.


Chapter Two

Megan stared at her laptop and blinked at the
ridiculous explanation from their supply company as to why they’d
been short four tables at the Gallagher wedding the weekend prior.
Their driver had read the order wrong. Why had no one higher up
double-checked? Sure, in the moment, she’d been able to pull a
rabbit out of a hat and have a backup vendor bring over four
closely matching counterparts, but it never should have been an
obstacle on her client’s big day to begin with.

She typed back a very curt response, thanking them
for their effort but expressing her disappointment in the service
they’d received. No need to be petty, though she downgraded their
status from her go-to supply company to backup and would alert her
staff to do the same for their own clients.

“Megan, call for you on four,” Demi said through the
phone’s intercom.

“Who’s calling?” Megan asked, really not wanting to
be pulled from her email if it wasn’t dire.

“Allison Hale.”

“Can you take her information, or hand her off to
Kelsey.”

There was a pause. “Allison Hale, remember? Her
fiancé is Brent Carmichael.”

Megan closed her eyes, grateful for Demi’s
persistence and annoyed she’d overlooked the name. “Of course.
Thank you, Demi. I’m on it.”

She took a deep breath and clicked on to the call,
sending it to her wireless headset. “Ms. Hale? This is Megan
Kinkaid.”

“Hi,” the friendly voice said. “I’m so sorry to
bother you.”

“No bother at all,” Megan said, using her most
soothing, professional voice. “You’re getting married.
Congratulations! We were so thrilled to hear.”

“Oh, thank you. Yes. My fiancé and I got engaged
just over a week ago, and I know this is a long shot, as in
incredibly lofty to even ask, but I was hoping we could discuss
your availability.” A small pause, almost as if she hated to play
this card. “Brent Carmichael is my fiancé.”

Ah, well played, Allison Hale. Use what you got.
“Brent’s a dear friend, and such a charmer. You’ve got a good one
there, and I always aim to accommodate friends. When were you
thinking of getting married?” The answer didn’t matter. Megan was
bound and determined to handle this wedding personally.

“We’re thinking summer. June.”

“Popular month and not far away.”

Allison sighed. “I know. You’re surely booked, and
of course, we understand.”

“I have room for a June wedding.” Megan left off the
part where they’d turned down dozens of brides-to-be with the same
request just that week alone.

“You do? Wow. Oh, this is fabulous. I didn’t
anticipate you having an opening. What’s next?”

“Why don’t we set up an appointment for you to come
in? Brent is invited as well, of course.”

“I think he’s giving me the reins on this one, but
I’m sure he’ll be available to consult throughout the process.”

Megan smiled into the phone. “That’s fairly
standard. We don’t see as many grooms. How about Monday? Are you
free?”

“Anytime after three forty-five. Sorry for being so
specific, but I’m a fourth-grade teacher and have to make sure each
of my kiddos makes it to their bus.”

An elementary school teacher? That pulled Megan’s
interest. She’d always imagined Brent would end up with a full-time
socialite, a fashion designer, or even a model. This romance just
got more and more interesting. A teacher? How pedestrian and,
honestly, refreshing. Good for Brent. “Let’s say four o’clock. You
can be my last consult of the day.”

“I’ll be there, and you don’t understand how great
this news is.”

“For us both,” Megan said, smiling. She liked this
woman.

And at three fifty-eight in the afternoon, Allison
Hale kept her promise. Megan peered with interest through the small
window of her office as Demi greeted Allison in their lobby and
escorted her to their lounge area, which was essentially a sitting
room made up of soft Italian leather couches with fresh flowers on
either end table. Perfect for getting comfortable with clients.

“Allison Hale is here for you,” Demi said, poking
her head around Megan’s door.

“Thank you.” She gathered her notes and new client
forms that she would fill out for Allison as they spoke and made
her way into the lounge to find Allison examining the artwork above
the couch she sat on.

“Oh, hi there.” Allison smiled unabashedly. Her
cheeks dusted with pink at having been caught midperusal, and her
eyes shone brightly. Megan could already tell she was the cheerful
type. “I hope you don’t mind my admiring your Richter. I’m a
fan.”

“Really?” Megan smiled because not too many people
could have spotted a Richter in the wild. “Gerhard Richter caught
my eye on a recent getaway I took to Europe. I had to have
something of his. Not an original, but I splurged on one of his
limited lithographs. No regrets.” She smiled at the abstract. “You
can get lost in it.”

“I already have.”

She extended her hand. “Megan Kinkaid.”

Allison stood and accepted it as if forgetting
herself. “I’m sorry. I should have told you who I was before
launching into an artistic confession while remaining a stranger in
your office.”

“It’s completely okay.”

“And honestly, I don’t know a ton about art, just a
novice, but I’ve collected a few favorites in my brain. And I’ve
done it again. Still a stranger. Allison Hale.” She nodded like a
punctuation mark in human form. “That’s my name.”

“Well, Allison Hale, I don’t think you have a thing
to be sorry about. You have fantastic taste. Shall we sit and get
to know each other?”

They did. Allison, who had blond hair that fell past
her shoulders in layers and light blue eyes, pursed and unpursed
her lips. She seemed out of her element, which was not a problem at
all, but still surprising, giving her engagement to such a high
profile person like Brent Carmichael. You’d think she’d be aware of
her status and own any room she walked into.

Megan decided to just jump right in. Something about
Allison made her relax and give in to her own curiosity about the
unlikely pairing. Allison was quite pretty, but in a girl-next-door
sense. Very much against type. This was no sex kitten. “So, I’m
going to get a little nosy here, especially since Brent’s an old
friend. Where did the two of you meet?”

“Oh, at a retail conference in Orlando. My parents
own a health food grab-and-go where they sell a lot of their own
products, and I work with them part-time and in the summers when
school is out. The Natural Food Retailers Association had a session
on getting your product into big-box stores. Brent was on the
panel, and I stayed after and talked his ear off, taking notes. He
probably thought I was a lunatic.”

“I doubt that,” Megan said and smiled demurely.

“Well, we then ran into each other back home at the
opening of that new movie theater near Fair Park, and he asked me
out. I guess he likes lunatics, which might be a red flag, but I’ve
chosen to ignore it.”

Megan laughed. “I love that story. It sounds like it
was meant to be.”

“Yeah.” Allison nodded, a far-off look in her eyes.
“We have the ability to talk about anything for hours. Do you
believe in fate?”

“I do.” She gestured around her. “I don’t think I
could work in the wedding industry if I didn’t. What about
you?”

Allison smiled, and not the kind that was for show.
When this woman smiled, she meant it. Megan was captivated. “Jury
is still out on that one. I have lots of fanciful notions, but I’m
not sure if I’ve made up my mind about the hand of fate. It’s kind
of nice being kept in suspense.”

Megan had never thought of it that way. “Well, you
keep me updated. Shall we talk about your wedding?”

“Oh God, yes. I’m going to need you for this one.
I’m afraid I’m wildly unprepared and out of my depth when it comes
to big events. Fourth-grade Christmas parties with construction
paper garland? I’m your girl. I can arrange kids on a set of risers
like nobody else. White tablecloths and place settings? I defer.
Please help.”

“Well, we can always talk tablecloth color down the
road.” Megan liked this woman even more in person. She was very
open and honest and engaging as hell. What you saw was what you
got. She glanced behind her. “It’s late in the day, and you’re my
last appointment. Some champagne? Wine
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