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Chapter 1

	 

	Lavender Flirtinis bubbled in crystal flutes, catching the morning light that streamed through the windows of Bonnie’s Beauty Barn. The salon hummed with excited chatter—bridesmaids in matching robes, the scent of hairspray and vanilla candles, and Bonnie Devereaux holding court like the queen of pre-wedding chaos she’d perfected through three marriages of her own.

	“Now hold still, sugar,” Bonnie commanded, wielding her teasing comb like a magic wand as she worked another section of Sarah’s honey-blonde hair into what could generously be called “volume.” Her leopard-print kimono fluttered dramatically as she moved, gold bangles jangling on her wrists. “We’re going for ‘romantic goddess,’ not ‘I stuck my finger in an electrical socket.’”

	Sarah lifted her glass, took a polite sip, and lowered it to her lap. Bonnie looked at her with concern. “What’s wrong, hon? You’ve hardly touched your Flirtini. Don’t tell me you wanted champagne?” Her eyes widened in mock horror. “Champagne is fine for anywhere else, but in Lavender Hills, we celebrate properly.” She plucked the glass from Sarah’s hand and gave it a swirl so the sparkling liquid caught the light. The faint aroma of lavender curling up between them. “Lavender syrup, a splash of bubbly, and a little something to make you smile. Now drink up—it’s your big day.”

	 

	Sarah took another sip, then looked at her reflection in the mirror surrounded by Hollywood-style bulbs. Her bridesmaids—cousins Valerie and Paula from Tallahassee, and her best friend Crystal who’d flown in from Denver—perched on the waiting chairs, sipping their Flirtinis and chattering about flowers and photographers and how handsome Ryan looked in his tux during last night’s rehearsal.

	“You’re going to be the most beautiful bride Lavender Hills has ever seen,” Crystal said warmly, raising her glass. “Remember when we used to plan our dream weddings in your grandmother’s attic? You always said you wanted white roses and—”

	“I don’t think I can do this.”

	The words tumbled out of Sarah’s mouth before she could stop them, spoken to her own reflection rather than to the room. The teasing comb froze mid-backcomb. Glasses paused halfway to lips. Even the soft jazz playing from Bonnie’s ancient boom box seemed to stutter.

	In the sudden silence, Sarah’s eyes met her own in the mirror—wide, green, and filled with something that looked dangerously close to panic.

	“Oh, honey,” Cora Lane said gently from her spot near the window, where she’d been quietly arranging Sarah’s bouquet of white roses. At sixty-two, Cora had the wisdom of someone who’d witnessed decades of Lavender Hills love stories, and her voice carried the warmth of a surrogate grandmother. “Missing your Grammy is natural, sweetheart. She’d be so proud to see you today.”

	Sarah’s throat tightened. Grammy had been gone only a month, and the absence felt like a physical ache in her chest. But that wasn’t...

	That wasn’t what she meant.

	“That’s not...” Sarah started, then stopped, her hands trembling slightly as she gripped the arms of the salon chair.

	Bonnie set down her comb and placed both manicured hands on Sarah’s shoulders, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “Sugar, talk to Bonnie. What’s got you all twisted up?”

	“I don’t know,” Sarah whispered, and it was both completely true and completely false at the same time. “I just...something doesn’t feel right.”

	Valerie and Paula exchanged worried glances. Crystal leaned forward, her expression shifting from celebration to concern.

	From the window, Cora gave a small, muffled cough into her hand. She recovered quickly, offering a reassuring smile as she stepped closer with the bouquet.

	“Okay, everybody take a breath,” Bonnie announced, her voice taking on the authoritative tone of someone who’d been through this exact scenario before. “Pre-wedding jitters are normal as Sunday church. I had them before all three of my weddings. Hell, I had them during my second wedding, right there at the altar when Pastor Williams asked if anyone objected and I half-expected to raise my own damn hand.”

	“Bonnie,” Crystal said gently, “that’s not exactly helping.”

	“I’m just saying,” Bonnie continued, unfazed, “that cold feet don’t mean you should call off the wedding. They mean you should call the groom and hear his voice. Remind yourself why you’re doing this in the first place.”

	Sarah fumbled for her phone on the small table beside her chair, her fingers clumsy as she pulled up Ryan’s contact. She’d texted him twice this morning—once to say good morning, once to tell him she loved him—but he hadn’t responded to either.

	She pressed call.

	It rang once. Twice. Three times.

	“You’ve reached Ryan Sinclair. Leave a message and I’ll get back to you.”

	Sarah’s heart sank as she ended the call without leaving a voicemail.

	“No answer?” Cora asked, concern flickering across her weathered features.

	“He’s probably just getting ready,” Paula offered quickly. “You know how men are on wedding days. My husband nearly threw up in the parking lot before our ceremony.”

	“Plus,” Valerie added, “isn’t it bad luck to talk to the groom before the wedding anyway?”

	Bonnie nodded sagely, picking up her teasing comb again. “Exactly right. The man’s probably nervous as a long-tailed cat in a room full of rocking chairs. Last thing he needs is his bride having a meltdown before he’s had his morning coffee.”

	Sarah tried to smile, tried to let their reassurances wash over her like a warm breeze. But the knot in her stomach only tightened.

	“Tell us what’s really bothering you, sweetheart,” Cora said, moving closer and taking Sarah’s free hand in both of hers. Her skin was soft and warm, spotted with age but steady as a rock. “Is it more than missing your grandmother?”

	Sarah looked at their joined hands, then up at the faces surrounding her—women who loved her, who wanted her to be happy, who’d traveled hundreds of miles to be here for her special day.

	“He wants us to move to clear across the country to Seattle after the honeymoon,” she said quietly. “He’s been talking about it more and more. He fell in love with Seattle after going to college there. Now he says there’s nothing for him here in Lavender Hills. That we could have a real life in a real city.”

	The salon fell quiet again, but this time it was the thoughtful silence of people processing information rather than the shocked silence of unexpected confessions.

	“And how do you feel about that?” Cora asked carefully.

	Sarah’s laugh came out shaky and hollow. “I don’t want to leave. This is my home. Grammy’s bakery is here, and I’ve been running it since I graduated college. All my friends are here, my whole life is here. But Ryan says I’m being small-minded. That I’m afraid to dream bigger.”

	“Dreams come in all sizes, honey,” Cora said firmly. “And there’s nothing small about building a life in the place you love.”

	Crystal frowned. “Sarah, you never told me he was pressuring you to move.”

	“He’s not pressuring,” Sarah said quickly, though even as the words left her mouth, she wasn’t sure they were true. “He’s just... he has big plans. And maybe he’s right. Maybe I am being small-minded.”

	“Or maybe,” Bonnie said, sectioning off another piece of hair with more force than necessary, “he knew exactly what kind of woman he was marrying when he proposed, and now he’s trying to change the recipe after the cake’s already in the oven.”

	“Bonnie,” Valerie warned.

	“What? I’m just saying, if a man can’t love you for who you are and where you want to be, then maybe he’s not the right man.” Bonnie caught Sarah’s eye in the mirror. “Trust me, sugar. I’ve been down this road before. Husband number two was convinced I’d be happier in Phoenix. Turned out he was the one who’d be happier in Phoenix—with his secretary.”

	“That’s definitely not helping,” Crystal muttered.

	But Sarah found herself studying her reflection more closely. When was the last time Ryan had said he loved Lavender Hills? When was the last time he’d talked about their future here rather than their future somewhere else?

	When was the last time he’d made her feel like she was enough, exactly as she was?

	“You know what?” Cora said, reaching into her purse and pulling out a small velvet pouch. “I think you need something old, something new, something borrowed, and something blue. We’ve got the new dress, the borrowed earrings from Crystal, and Grammy’s old locket around your neck. But we’re missing something blue.”

	She opened the pouch and pulled out a delicate silver chain with a small blue stone pendant—a pale, pretty blue like morning sky.

	“This was my mother’s,” Cora said, fastening it around Sarah’s neck so that it lay just below Grammy’s locket. “She wore it on her wedding day. And had I gotten married, I…” Her voice trailed off and she forced a smile. “Well, it’s meant to bring clarity to brides who need it most.”

	Sarah touched the cool stone, and for just a moment, she felt something settle in her chest. Not peace, exactly, but a quiet strength she hadn’t felt all morning.

	“There,” Cora said, stepping back with a satisfied smile. “Now you’re properly dressed for whatever this day brings.”

	Bonnie resumed her work, taming Sarah’s teased hair into an elegant updo that somehow managed to be both dramatic and romantic. The chatter in the salon gradually returned to normal—talk of flowers and music and whether the weather would hold—but Sarah found herself only half-listening.

	Instead, she kept touching the blue stone and thinking about Grammy’s bakery, about the smell of fresh bread and the regular customers who felt like family. About Saturday mornings spent experimenting with new recipes and the satisfaction of creating something beautiful with her own hands.

	About how none of those things involved Ryan, and how that had never bothered her until now.

	Her phone buzzed with a text, and her
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