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  Hadley Mayhew has enough on her plate as a wedding planner. Helping her widowed mother find a man will be difficult enough for someone who hasn’t dated anyone seriously in years, but doing it as part of a TV reality show featuring her mother’s quest is almost beyond her imagination. When offered the jobs of writer and assistant producer as incentive, she could finally have the chance to get back into filmmaking, the dream she abandoned when her friendship with Kevin Barkley exploded years ago. But does she want it enough to work for him, even though he tells her not to count on them renewing their friendship?
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  Dedication


  



  This book is dedicated to the friends who are there for us in times of joy as well as despair. Value your friends, even if they may view the responsibilities of friendship from a different perspective than you.


  



  To all my friends, both past and present, thank you for being there for me. As much as I need my alone time, you have provided the foundation which has kept and continues to keep me centered and inspired.


  



  



  Chapter One


  



  An older bride. Certainly not her first client in this category, but they were a rarity for Hadley Mayhew. Most women in this age group handled their own wedding planning or preferred smaller events. Bethany Gibson could readily fall into either group.


  Dressed simply but elegantly in tan slacks and a rose knit pullover, the bride-to-be gave every impression of being in charge of her life. Why she needed Hadley’s services remained to be seen.


  “The first thing we need to discuss is my nephew documenting our discussions on film. It’s his wedding present to me. I hope you’ll agree?” Gibson tilted her head.


  Already a deviation from the typical first meet. “I guess so, although this is new to me. I’ll need to run it by my attorney to ensure we address the legal ramifications.”


  “Of course, check, although as long as we both give our permission, it shouldn’t be a problem.”


  “Did he plan to start today?” If he did, he was late. Not a good sign.


  Gibson extracted her phone from her enormous bag. “Ah, he sent a text. He’s caught in traffic about ten minutes from here.” She offered an apologetic smile. “Time enough for me to explain the situation with my fiancé. By the way, call me Bethany.”


  “Situation?” Two minutes into their meeting and already two issues. Not a promising start, but Hadley didn’t turn away jobs unless absolutely necessary. Wedding planning may not have been her chosen career path, but it was paying off her mortgage.


  “My fiancé seems determined this event should rival the Academy Awards after-parties.”


  Was this Bethany’s way of saying the sky was the limit? Or was the happy couple already at odds? “What do you want, Bethany?”


  “David and I both had big weddings when we were younger. Now, I want something less over-the-top for just family and a few friends. David sees this as the perfect opportunity to advertise his entertainment law firm.”


  Bethany’s desire was a welcome change from the majority of Hadley’s other clients, who seemed to have been weaned by P.T. Barnum in the taste department. In the early years, it had been fun to shoot the moon with her clients’ expectations and budgets, but even unlimited budgets got old. She began to wonder if her couples, including the men, were getting married more for the event than the long-term commitment.


  Discovering a way to help this couple compromise would be a challenge. The kind of challenge she needed to keep her interest in this job fresh. “Tell me about yourself and your fiancé.”


  The other woman rested her arms on the sides of her chair and settled back. “Though my main job is designing costumes for films, I’ve cut back on those projects recently to co-host a cable show on interior decorating. Renovations for minimal cost but huge impact on the residents’ lives. My fiancé, David, has invested in the show, and my future stepson is involved in the production.”


  “I think I read about your project in The Hollywood Reporter. Quite the family affair.”


  “Indeed. I had a great time hosting our first eight episodes. It was low-budget, so I even consulted on makeup and wardrobe.”


  The statement sent a wave of regret through Hadley. She’d once been part of that world. The writing, conceptualizing and planning part. Right through her senior year in college, her aspirations had been aimed toward filmmaking. Then…well, life had taken a different direction. Personal problems caused her to lose focus. She could have regained it, but by then, the wedding planning thing was taking off. Anxious to pay off her mother’s loan for her house, she’d taken the easier path to making a living.


  Bethany continued. “I almost turned down the job when I learned David had arranged it, until he confessed how much he missed me when I had out-of-town assignments. This was to keep me closer to home.”


  David Underwood was shaping up to be quite the fiancé. A domineering show-off who was afraid of losing his woman.


  Time to get down to business. “Did you complete the pre-interview questionnaire I sent you?”


  Bethany brought out a folder. She handed over two documents. “We really tried to do this together, but when we realized how far apart we were on almost every item, we gave up and each completed our own. We will leave it up to you to help us find a happy medium. I’m sorry to put you in this position, but we weren’t able to work on this until last night and time ran out.”


  Though Hadley would have preferred only one document, at least they attempted to complete it. Some clients arrived having done no pre-work. “Guess I could create a side-by-side table to highlight the areas closest in agreement and farthest apart. You can decide whether to deal with the easier items or the more difficult ones first.”


  “You make it all sound so logical. And doable. Which further supports my decision to enlist your services. After last night’s session, I wasn’t sure if we’d ever get married.”


  “Not to worry. I’ve been through this before and have learned, if the love’s there, it will all work out.” Over the years, there’d been a few exceptions to the statement, but she needed to reassure this client. “Today is more a get-acquainted session and perhaps nail down a few of the specifics. Like a date, or at least decide on the season or time of year.”


  “I appreciate your willingness to work with us. I was afraid the gulf between mine and David’s wants would scare you off.”


  Bethany was so unlike many clients who came in expecting her to work miracles. Hadley liked her. Liked her so much, in fact, she forgot herself and let down her professional guard. “If my personal issues only seemed this achievable.”


  Her client lifted a brow. “Oh? Do you want to talk?”


  Hadley made a brushing away motion with her hands. “Sorry. Slipped out. At lunch today, my mother dumped a crazy proposition on me. It still has me reeling when my attention should be totally on you.”


  “Mothers can get under your skin.”


  Shoot. Now she’d opened a can of worms and owed Bethany an explanation. “She wants me to help find her a boyfriend.”


  Bethany blinked. “Most mothers seem preoccupied with getting their daughters married, not themselves.”


  “I’m thirty with no potential husbands in sight, so she’s given up on me and is focusing on her own life. She moved into an independent senior living complex a couple of years ago and has been having a grand old time with a friend she made there…until recently, when her best friend met a man. Now, Mom wants one of her own.”


  Bethany returned a confused look. “That’s good, isn’t it?”


  “Other than it could be viewed as revenge dating, I have no problem with the idea. But I’ve been out of the social scene a while. I have no idea how to help her, since I haven’t been successful myself.” Not that she hadn’t dated, both in college and recent years. There’d never been a spark, the kind of hum that started low in her core and permeated every pore, as described by her brides.


  Bethany rubbed her jaw. She was thinking through Hadley’s statement a little too long.


  “What brought those furrows to your forehead?” Hadley asked.


  “My exposure to cable television and my fiancé’s financial interest in my own show has me perking up my ears every time a potential idea comes along. The younger generation helping their parent date again; I love the concept, and I’m pondering how we could shape it into a compelling show.”


  “Get started as soon as you can. I’ll need all the help I can find for my mom.”


  Bethany folded her hands and appraised Hadley. “Why not learn by doing?” She served up an appealing smile with her question.


  It took a few seconds for the question to register. “You want me to be part of this production you’re imagining?” Spoken out loud, the words sounded ridiculous, although just hearing herself say “production” made her tingle.


  “It’s merely an idea. I don’t have the financial resources myself. So, don’t get excited yet. But it’s intriguing, isn’t it?”


  More like a siren call she had to ignore. “The idea, yes. Me being part of it, no. Once I find a respectable online dating service for my mother, my participation in her love life will end. Unless and until she needs help planning her wedding.” She smiled at what she considered a joke. She doubted anyone would ever replace her father. Her mom and dad had been very much in love throughout their marriage. His death had been difficult for both of them, but especially for her mother. Her dad had been her mother’s best friend as well. It was difficult, if not downright impossible, to imagine another man taking her dad’s place.


  Bethany continued to eye her. “I’ve heard some of those sites have been very successful. Just vet them carefully before committing.”


  “Who knows? This idea of dating again may have been an off-the-cuff remark to see how I’d react, or to make it appear she was finding a way to accept her friend’s changed circumstances.”


  Hadley checked her watch. They were already twenty minutes into a meeting scheduled to last an hour. The absence of the fiancé as well as the presence of two very different questionnaires made it difficult to proceed. If it weren’t for the nephew coming to film this meeting, she’d end it now. Where was he anyhow?


  “This where I find the blushing bride?” asked a somewhat familiar male voice from the door.


  Bethany rushed over to hug him. “Kevin! Finally. I was worried you wouldn’t make it.”


  Hadley gaped, brain incapable of any response, although the rest of her felt like she’d been body-slammed. Kevin Barkley, her best friend in college, embraced Bethany. Hadley and Kevin had attended classes together, shared professors’ notes, late-night study and brainstorming sessions and their hopes and dreams for their film careers. She could tell him anything, except when she told him his fiancé was cheating on him. Huge mistake, even though he’d needed to know. As his best friend, that was her job. But he hadn’t agreed. He’d exploded and ended their friendship, but not before he told her she’d betrayed him. Her, not the fiancée. Now, feelings stored away for years rushed back, prevented her from speaking.


  Only as he stepped away from his aunt did he notice Hadley. His body jerked and his eyes went wide. “Hadley? What are you doing here?”


  “You know each other?” Bethany asked.


  God, he looked great. A tad over six feet, he appeared to have been working out, to judge from the way the white tee under his windbreaker stretched across his chest. His dark brown hair was longer and disheveled. The hazel eyes she remembered as being so intense had become more guarded.


  He kept those eyes on his aunt. “We, uh, knew each other several years ago.”


  He didn’t refer to their estrangement. But that was Kevin. People in entertainment had a reputation as nonconformists, unafraid to speak their minds. Not Kevin. His appearance might be scruffy these days, but his mind and demeanor were more buttoned-down, though some of the most creative and innovative ideas emerged from his brain. She remembered the night their world broke apart. His expression, the disappointment in his eyes, the downward cast of his head said it all. He refused to see or even talk to her again.


  She’d tried to get him to change his mind at first. But he’d held firm, and then the end of their senior year sent them different directions, him to grad school and her to her first job as screenwriter for a minor film. Seeing him now was like a warm homecoming. Did she dare hope he’d be ready to forget their estrangement? “You film weddings now?” Inane, but it was the only thing her brain would allow her to mutter, even though she knew better. She couldn’t very well burst out with, “Does this mean we can be friends again?”


  “Heavens no,” Bethany inserted. “Kevin is an up and coming film director.”


  His aunt’s voice appeared to cut through his shock. “But I can shoot my own film when needed. This one is going to be great because I’m doing it for one of my favorite people. Sorry I missed the beginning. Couldn’t help it. There was an accident on the 101.”


  “No problem, dear.” Bethany turned back to Hadley. “We were getting acquainted and going through a few preliminaries, including this wild idea I got for a new cable TV show.”


  “Yeah? Isn’t your plate full enough these days?” he asked.


  She laughed, sloughed it off with a wave of her hands. “You think? Not to worry. My idea had a life span no longer than a gnat’s. Hadley turned me down.”


  He finally gazed at Hadley, though his focus didn’t quite meet her eyes. “What were you going to do?”


  It was difficult enough to return his look, because all she wanted to do was bask in it, but she also had to quickly defuse his aunt’s enthusiasm. This crazy idea for a TV show was getting out of hand. “Nothing. I never should have mentioned my mother’s new project: She wants me to help her find a boyfriend.”


  “Your mom? Oh, right. I heard about your dad…uh, I’m sorry, I was out of the country at the time, but I should’ve sent my condolences.”


  His face had taken on more mature definition since his college days. No more baby fat under his cheeks. His features had assumed a lean, almost chiseled appearance, even more handsome than she remembered. “No need to apologize. We haven’t been in communication with each other since…”


  “Yeah. Long time, no see.” He swiveled back to his aunt. “Maybe we should reconsider this idea of filming your wedding plans. I, uh, don’t want to complicate things for you.”


  Bethany eyed first Kevin, then Hadley. “You two have a history, don’t you? Perhaps one of you could clue me in?”


  Hadley waited for Kevin to speak, since she had been the offender. But Kevin gave her the opportunity to go first. “We knew each other in college. During our senior year, Kevin and I disagreed about something and had a falling out as a result. We haven’t seen each other since. But I’m a professional, Bethany. If you want him to film the planning process, I’m game.” She sounded like a prisoner on her way to her last meal. Actually, she felt like one. Having him back in her life for this project would be agony if he wasn’t ready to forgive and forget.


  Kevin seemed to be studying her, his eyes narrowed. Then his expression relaxed, like he’d made a decision. “I can be just as professional. I’m still in.”


  “Is your fiancé aware of Kevin’s part?” Hadley asked.


  “It came up in passing,” Bethany replied as she made her way to her seat. “Your diplomatic way of asking if I want our differing perspectives to be recorded on film. Good point. But I’m fine with it. David will be too.”


  Kevin’s willingness to honor his commitment helped Hadley relax. She chuckled. “Maybe you could make your opposing wedding expectations into a TV series? The ups and downs of planning a wedding?”


  Bethany pursed her lips before switching to a smile. “Touché. You want me to see how it feels to have my life shared with others, so I’ll back off the senior dating idea.”


  Hadley had the grace to blush. “Sorry. I tend to blurt things out when I shouldn’t.”


  “I’ll say,” Kevin said, a sardonic edge slipping into his tone, although his expression remained impassive.


  Her heart spasmed. There it was. A reference to her informing on his former fiancée. Barely a few minutes into this impromptu reunion, and the past had already shown up to maintain its wedge between them. “On second thought, maybe I should check with my attorney about possible liabilities filming this process before we go further.”


  Bethany frowned. Kevin remained expressionless. “I can appreciate the wisdom of that, but couldn’t we shoot a little today to get a feel for how this will go?” Bethany asked. “I promise, Kevin will delete whatever he captures, if you discover there’s a problem. Maybe we could re-create our introductions and your explanation about the questionnaires?”


  Hadley hated to disappoint this lovely woman, but… “Won’t whatever we do now seem, uh, artificial?”


  “Maybe, but it’s only going to get schmaltzier as we move further into the process.”


  Why wasn’t Kevin protesting or at least coming up with plausible excuses to back off like she was? He continued to stand inside the door to the small cottage office behind her house, staring at something across the room. Certainly not at her. “Okay, I guess we can try. We still have at least a half hour left in your time slot,” she replied. Too officious? She didn’t want to cave too fast, especially when she had her doubts about this arrangement, but she also didn’t want to offend her client. So far, it appeared Kevin would either not speak to her directly, or if he did, it would be some sort of Kevin-like putdown, not nasty but cutting nonetheless. Neither a pleasant prospect for their future dealings but doable.


  She and Bethany repeated their initial comments, more or less. Since she now knew there were two questionnaires, she phrased her reference to the document in more general terms, so having two wouldn’t seem out of the ordinary. They ended with the part she hadn’t gotten to yet, the contract.


  “Well, that was fun,” Bethany said, once they finished.


  “It did go well, didn’t it?” Hadley replied. “Although from now on, it will be spontaneous.”


  “Oh, right. But we can delete whatever we want, can’t we, Kevin?”


  “Thought you wanted this to be free-flowing.”


  “Well, yes, of course. But just in case…”


  Kevin held up his hands, his video camera still in one. “We’ll see.”


  Bethany rose and shook hands with Hadley. “This has been a great first meeting. I’ll review this contract with my fiancé and get back to you with any questions or comments before our next meeting.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d better get going. I have a fitting to supervise.”


  She was out the door before Hadley could reply. Kevin remained behind to pack his equipment, even though the way he was slamming things together, it was obvious he was anxious to leave as soon as possible.


  “Is she always like that? All business one minute and gone the next?” She didn’t care about the response as much as she wanted him to speak directly to her. If he opted out of his videographer duties, this might be the only chance she’d ever have to talk to him again. Awkward as things still appeared between them, for some reason, it was important they clear the air.


  He stared at the door. “Yeah, more or less.” He slung the straps of two cases over his shoulders and made ready to leave.


  Desperation forced her to be direct. “Are you really okay with this?”


  His back was to her, but he stopped, set down his equipment and pivoted to face her. “Hell, no.”


  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  Damn! He’d almost escaped this horror without embarrassing Bethany or himself. Leave it to Hadley to cut to the chase. He thought he’d come up with the perfect gift for his aunt. Not only did he have the time and the talent, he’d also have the chance to observe her interactions with the fiancé. As head of the Underwood Entertainment Law firm, David Underwood was a big man in town. As part of the industry himself, Kevin didn’t want to cross the guy, but he also didn’t want Underwood to use his power to overwhelm Bethany. He’d already convinced her to co-host the TV show he was financing, which had flummoxed Kevin when he first heard about it.


  But to discover the wedding planner was Hadley Mayhew changed everything, even though he’d said he could handle working with her. Why hadn’t he vetted this enterprise before offering his services? He’d been blindsided, and not for the first time of late.


  She’d flinched at his answer to her question, her straight brown hair swinging at her shoulders. As much as seeing her again reminded him how his former fiancée used and humiliated him, Hadley was not to blame. She’d only tried to warn him, and he’d struck back at the one person who’d been honest with him. Nor was she responsible for this current situation. “I guess you were as clueless about being paired up as I was,” he said. “Perhaps my tone was too severe, considering you just learned today about this filming business yourself. But it’s the way I really feel.”


  Her dark blue eyes narrowed, taking him back to many a philosophic discussion about filmmaking. She used to get so intense when explaining her opinions. Sometimes, he missed a key point she’d been trying to make because he’d simply found himself staring at her, wondering how a creature so photogenic preferred to work behind the camera. “Then why didn’t you tell her? She still has time to find someone else or be talked out of it.”


  He couldn’t dispute her logic, but he didn’t want to disappoint his aunt. It would be much easier for Hadley to beg off than him. “I’m banking on your legal people to take issue with the idea, whether true or not.”


  “You want me to lie to her?”


  He knew her well enough even now to know she’d never do that. “I’d prefer you drop the project.”


  Her narrow shoulders rose. “I can’t agree. There may be no contract yet, but I did shake hands with her. You filmed it.”


  “Which can be easily deleted.” How plain did he have to be? Surely, she realized what a bad idea it would be for them to work together. It would be, wouldn’t it? “If the legal aspect doesn’t pan out, use their inability to agree on the arrangements. Or, once you meet David Underwood, beg off because you can’t deal with him. It wouldn’t be much of a stretch.”


  She rose and approached, stopping about four feet away, the sweet fragrance of her cologne reawakening olfactory memories long forgotten. “I get why you feel you can’t be the one to back off. But I can’t either. Although my business is in good shape, I can’t in good faith turn down a project which promises such a lucrative payoff.”


  “If it’s the money you’re worried about, I’ll find you another project. Or more.”


  “Your aunt already suggested she’d be happy to recommend me to other brides-to-be, if this goes well.”


  “I don’t know how to make myself clearer. Drop out of this now.”


  She angled her head, studied him, like she couldn’t believe he could be so inflexible.


  Yeah, he was being pretty stubborn, especially with someone who’d once been his best friend. Feelings he thought he’d put aside were still there. How he’d managed to get through the past forty-five minutes without his aunt noticing his ordeal, he didn’t know. But with his aunt now gone, he was free to reveal his true feelings, and being agreeable wasn’t in the cards.


  He couldn’t be around Hadley, even on a temporary basis. She’d been more than just a friend and study mate. They’d shared the same dreams; she would become a sought-after screenwriter and he would produce compelling stories. Maybe hers. At one time, he’d thought he might love her, but fate had intervened. Her well-intentioned candor cost him his best friend. Recovery had taken much too long and had been much too painful.


  Though her expression was one of surprise, as if he’d slapped her, it soon shifted into titanium resolve. She kept her position a mere few feet from him and fisted her hands at her hips. “I think it’s time we cleared the air.”


  Where did she get off? “I’m the injured party here. I’ll decide when it’s time to clear the air.”


  “Kevin.” Her tone was coaxing. “It’s been, what…eight years? Isn’t that long enough?”


  He steeled himself against her logic and that look in her eyes, an inky blue sandstorm imploring him to agree. “We’re not on your timeline, Hadley.”


  She backed up a few steps, considering. “You were caught unaware. So was I. If we’d run into each other on the street, you wouldn’t be this unbending.”


  “Stop assuming you know how I’d react. Look what happened the last time you thought you knew what was best for me.”


  “I don’t suppose it would do any good to point out how the results of my intruding in your life actually worked in your favor?”


  She was right, but no way would he concede her point. At least to her. Friends respected each other’s privacy and didn’t inform on loved ones. “I’m not going to discuss what happened back then. All I’m interested in is the present, which doesn’t include you.”


  She returned to her desk. “We’re apparently at an impasse. I’m not going to quit, and you don’t plan to work with me. Your aunt will have to make the call on this one.”


  Why wouldn’t she yield? From the looks of her office, her business seemed to be doing fine. She didn’t need this wedding. He, on the other hand, did need this diversion. “Fine. We’ll let her decide.”


  He slammed the door behind him and trudged back to his car. He pulled into the first coffee shop he spotted and checked his messages. Ever the optimist. His career and bank account weren’t in serious trouble yet, but he needed to find a gig soon before he went broke. Not any gig either. Though he expected he’d remain an assistant director for some time to come, from now on, he had to be an AD with the big projects, big names, or he’d never break out of the pack.


  No emails. One text. A doozie, from Garrison Towne, one of the most prolific directors around, wanting to meet for lunch the next day. If a job with Towne came through, he could respectfully withdraw from his commitment to his aunt. Then Hadley could keep her job as the Gibson-Underwood wedding planner. Things would work out for all of them.


  ****


  If the guy wasn’t such a jerk to work with, lunch with Garrison Towne would be a coup for any assistant director in Hollywood seeking more prominence in the industry. “Like I was saying before we ordered, Barkley, this job is your ticket to the big time. I came to you first because we worked so well together on The Lady’s Escort, but I need your answer today. Production starts in three weeks.”


  They hadn’t talked money yet, but it would be considerable. Pay his bills for half a year. Even with the small army of ADs Towne would bring on board, the man had made it clear Kevin would be head AD. What more could he want?


  How about a boss he trusted and respected? A boss who didn’t spend needlessly and cover it up with bogus charges. Or a boss who treated his company as equals rather than his legion of underlings. And if the rumor mill was correct, a boss who didn’t press himself, literally, on unsuspecting and vulnerable females in the company.


  Kevin kept asking himself how much he wanted this job while he attempted to maintain an interested expression. If he turned down the job, he needed to do it without insulting the guy. Towne could make things difficult for him if he knew how much Kevin abhorred him.


  “Sounds like a dream job,” he told the director. A nightmare, but he needn’t specify.


  “What do you say? Are you in?”


  Kevin sipped from his water glass, stalling for time to frame his response. “I’ve got several irons in the fire here in the States right now, Garrison. I have to see if I can get out of them. I’d like twenty-four hours to consider your offer.”


  Towne shook his shaggy gray and black mane. “No can do. The most I can give you is until six tonight.”


  What a jerk. The guy expected everyone to jump at his command. “Let me see what I can do. I’ll get back to you one way or the other.”


  Towne excused himself to visit the men’s room and never returned, leaving Kevin to pay the hundred-and-fifty-dollar bill. Cost of doing business. Business with rats.


  Since he was paying for it, he helped himself to the untouched half of a steak sandwich and several french fries on Garrison’s plate before heading out himself.


  He spent the next several hours seesawing back and forth between taking the job and rejecting it. Towne projected a four-month shoot schedule, two months in Costa Rica, one in Mexico and the final month back in the States alternating between South Carolina and LA. Doable. His passport was in order. He could pack with an hour’s notice. It would take an hour or so to forward his mail, inform his landlord and arrange for someone to water his plants.


  Did he really want to take on this job? Once he signed a contract, getting out of it, if he discovered he couldn’t tolerate Towne, would be difficult.


  The alternative was to thank Towne for thinking of him but beg off because he’d promised his aunt he’d be around for her wedding. Then take his chances another golden opportunity would soon present itself to make up for passing on this one.


  Opportunities like this didn’t come along every day. At least not yet for him. But this industry was odd. Things had a way of occurring in multiples. Maybe his luck was about to change.


  Maybe. But he wasn’t a big risk-taker.


  He called Towne at five forty-five. Left a message. Spent the next three hours wondering if he’d called the wrong number. If Towne had even heard it yet. Maybe the guy had dropped dead in the men’s room at lunch, which was why he’d never returned to the table. Right.


  Around ten the call came. “Hey, man. Thought you turned me down at lunch. I offered the job to someone else. Maybe next time.”


  

  

  Chapter Three


  

  During the first ten minutes of her second meeting to discuss the Gibson-Underwood nuptials, Hadley’s thoughts alternated between sizing up David Underwood—who’d managed to clear his schedule for an hour—and her relief at the reappearance of Kevin Barkley, whom she would have bet money would have bowed out of his filmmaker role. Relief? At their earlier meeting, the man had clearly indicated how much he didn’t want to work with her. Why would the prospect of his changing his mind please her?


  As for the fiancé, she could certainly believe David Underwood headed his own entertainment law firm. Tall, fit, his hair still dark except along the sides, he personified her impression of a tough, intelligent negotiator. Though Bethany wore smart-looking tan slacks and a black tailored jacket, he was attired in a dark charcoal suit. Expensive. Armani, her wedding planner eye concluded. At least it wouldn’t be a problem getting him in a tux or morning suit, if they went formal. He probably owned both already.


  Kevin, on the other hand, seemed to be singlehandedly attempting to bring back the grunge look. His jeans were torn, and his long-sleeved plaid shirt looked like it had been slept in. She wasn’t sure if the tee underneath, though once again stretched over well-developed pecs, was white or gray, though she spent several seconds studying his chest to decide. He also sported several days’ growth on his face. Sure, he needed to be comfortable to shoot, but this was overkill. Was he out to stick it to her or Underwood?


  Fortunately, her pre-planning, especially the chart comparing the differences between Bethany and her fiancé’s questionnaire responses, helped Hadley stay on track. “I highlighted the questions where there was the least agreement and did a gap analysis for each, ending with my proposal, where possible, of viable alternatives. A few items, like size, venue and budget, were far apart, so I felt those could best be handled in a face-to-face discussion. Before we get to those, though, let’s talk timing. When do you want to do this?”


  Underwood answered first. “As soon as possible.” He swiveled toward Bethany and took her hand. “We’ve waited long enough, Beth.” One point for him, although these rushed affairs made life near-impossible for the wedding planner.


  “I agree. All the more reason why we should keep this small. It takes time to put on something as sweeping as you want.”


  “Not necessarily. Making things happen fast simply takes money and the right connections, both of which I have and don’t mind using.” He turned back to Hadley. “Wouldn’t you agree, Ms. Mayhew? With a big budget, you can get us almost anything.”


  “Call me Hadley, please.” She didn’t like being placed in the middle, although it tended to be par for the course with her clients. “As for your question, sometimes money can’t open all doors and expedite matters.” She took a breath. This next part she didn’t relish, but until they got past it, they wouldn’t get anything else settled. “Perhaps we should table the timing for now and get right to the main question: What kind of wedding do you want?”


  Once again, Underwood replied first. “Call me David. To answer your question, I want to do this up big.”


  “Okay, David. So noted.” She eyed Bethany, who seemed to be waiting for her to take control. “Let’s talk about the marriage ceremony itself. Do you want a church wedding?”


  “Yes.” Bethany replied without reservation.


  “Not really,” Underwood, uh, David said at the same time. The man was so overpowering calling him David seemed awkward, but Hadley vowed to do it. “I don’t belong to any particular church, but if this is what my fiancée wants, I’ll go along with it.”


  Hadley had hoped it would go this way, which was why she turned to this decision first. She wanted to start with a win. “Good. Do you have a church in mind?”


  Bethany mentioned a Methodist church near her apartment. “Although I’m a member there, I don’t attend often. The sanctuary isn’t very big. It won’t accommodate more than two hundred.”


  He nodded, appeared to consider her comment. “Then we’ll confine the ceremony to family and close friends.” He offered her, then Hadley, a confident smile, stopping for a millisecond to smile also for the camera. She suspected he was saving his grandiose plans for later, and to her chagrin, she’d helped him. Did Bethany realize what he was doing?


  She glanced at Kevin. How was he reacting to his aunt’s fiancé? Kevin’s lips were tight, but he kept shooting.


  “As soon as we’ve settled on a date, it works best for the client to reserve the date with the church and pastor, Bethany. In the meantime, the two of you will need to put together a list of those to be invited to the service. I’ll keep track of the various tasks and assignments we arrive at today and will forward the list to you by the end of the day.”


  Bethany faced her fiancé. “I’ve already started my part of the list.”


  “Won’t take me very long,” he said. “I’ll keep it short.”


  They went on to discuss dress. Bethany wanted to wear a suit and short veil. She would design her own, and friends in the industry would construct it.


  “Your decision, sweetheart,” Underwood said, “although I don’t have any qualms about you wearing white and something more formal and frilly.”


  Hadley let the exchange go unchallenged. Both parties seemed to agree. Since Bethany designed clothes, no reason why Hadley needed to get involved in helping the bride choose her wedding attire, like she usually did with other brides.


  The discussion of flowers and music met mutual agreement as well. Then they came to the wedding party itself. Underwood was fine with a best man, his son, Bart. Bethany wanted Bart’s fiancée, Jordan Wright, as her maid of honor.


  “So, have we settled on one attendant for each of you?”


  Bethany and David nodded agreement.


  Hadley took another deep breath before proceeding. “We seem to have covered the wedding service sufficiently at this point, so let’s talk about the reception.” She typically referred to this part after the wedding service as the “festivities,” because many couples these days wanted to expand beyond the sit-down dinner, and, given this couple’s stated differences on budget and scope, she preferred they initiate that part. As she was sure they would.


  David reached inside his jacket and pulled out a document. Actually, it was three copies of the same one-page list of venues. “I asked my executive assistant, June Wolfe, to research some possible sites for a reception. These are the result.”


  “David! Hadley can research venues for us.”


  The expression he offered Hadley was a combination of sincerity and having bested her. “I’m sure you could do the same, Hadley, but since my person already is acquainted with my—our—tastes, I thought we could shortcut this step.”


  Smooth. Controlling. But also, more or less plausible. Hadley skimmed the document and recognized most of the places listed. He wasn’t kidding about doing this up big. “Thank you. I appreciate you anticipating this step, especially since this is one of the major gaps I found on your questionnaires and was unable to address. Do you prefer any one of these places over the other seven listed?”


  He shifted position to face his fiancée again. “I like being by the water. So, it shouldn’t surprise you, Beth, the first two are my preferences. But any of these would be fine. I had June include others in case these two weren’t available on the dates we select. What do you think?”


  Bethany studied her list. A line appeared over the bridge of her nose. “I’m only familiar with the first two, since you’ve taken me to parties and dinners there. We couldn’t ask for more beautiful sites. But they’re also quite elegant and ritzy. I’m not sure all my friends would be comfortable there.”


  “Your friends will jump at the chance to be seen there.”


  “But David…”


  “I’m fine with what you proposed for the wedding service, dear. I’d hoped we could compromise on the reception.”


  “Did you agree to having a church wedding so you’d have a bargaining chip for the reception?” Bethany’s voice rose.


  The sound of several books crashing to the floor startled her. “Sorry.” Kevin had already stooped to pick up the items he’d knocked off the bookcase.


  Hadley didn’t remember him being a klutz. Was his collision with the books intentional? Whatever. His timing was impeccable, since his mishap mitigated the growing chill between Bethany and David.


  Time to retake control. “Don’t worry about them. I shouldn’t have stacked so many.” She’d almost forgotten Kevin was there, like that was possible. His filming had been nonintrusive. “Let’s explore the subject of the reception from a slightly different angle. What do you each want from it? Why don’t you start, Bethany?”


  Bethany appeared to withdraw within herself, probably regaining her aplomb. “Let’s see… I guess I see it as a time for others to wish us well and party with us. Food would be good, but I don’t care if it’s a fancy sit-down dinner or a buffet.”


  “And you, David? What do you want?”


  He folded his hands, rested his chin on his knuckles. “It’s a celebration, of course. We’ve both been on our own so long, our joining together in marriage is a big deal for us. We want to share our happiness with others.”


  Progress. Of sorts. “Okay. Good. Well-wishing for the happy couple. Food. A celebration. Those give us a starting point and common ground. No matter how much you differ from here on, these will be our guide.”


  It was dirty pool for David to insert his assistant into this process. Not to her detriment but Bethany’s. Did he have any idea how he’d undercut the woman? Hadley needed to give Bethany a chance for rebuttal. “Okay. We’ve seen your list, David. How about you, Bethany? Have you thought about reception venues?”


  Bethany jerked. “Oh, I thought with David’s list, you wouldn’t need anything further from me.”


  “We can use this list if it’s okay with you, but only if you don’t have any other places to suggest.”


  Bethany fiddled with a zipper on her jacket while she apparently considered her response. “Do we have to decide today? I should have done my homework and brought my own list, but I expected you to handle such details, Hadley.”


  “I’d be happy to add my ideas. Of course, we can defer the decision today, although we need to come to an agreement soon so we can book it. But you’re the bride. You should have your say.”


  David lunged forward, his neck taking on a pinkish tone. “What’s wrong with the sites on my list?”


  Bethany touched his wrist. “There’s nothing wrong with them, David. But since I don’t have my own assistant, I’d like a chance to do a little research of my own.”


  David started to say something but blew out a breath instead. “All right. Fine. But like Hadley said, we have to decide soon. This is the most important decision of the whole wedding.”


  Telling. Grooms used to nod their heads when it came to reception details. A growing number now fully participated in the process, although they still typically deferred to the bride. If they were paying or helping pay for the event, they mainly
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