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    For everyone who has ever loved, lost, and found the courage to love again.And for those who know that even the most fragile hearts can bloom like magnolias in spring.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The heart is not bound by time—it waits, bruised but unbroken, until we dare to open the door again."
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Chapter 1: Perfect Days
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The Atlantic breeze carried the scent of jasmine and sea salt as Emma Chen adjusted the last spray of white roses in the altar arrangement. Behind her, the gentle crash of waves against the Charleston shore provided nature's own wedding march, while above, Spanish moss draped from ancient live oaks like grandmother's lace curtains. Perfect. Every detail exactly as it should be.

"Emma, the string quartet wants to know if they should start the prelude now or wait for your signal." Mia Rodriguez appeared at her elbow, tablet in hand, dark hair escaping from its professional chignon in the humid coastal air.

Emma glanced at her watch—a vintage Cartier that had belonged to her grandmother, the only piece of jewelry she wore besides her small pearl earrings. "Give me two minutes to check the aisle runner, then signal them. And remind the photographer that I want candids during the processional, not just posed shots."

"Already done." Mia's smile was fond but respectful. After three years as Emma's assistant, she knew her boss's standards bordered on obsessive. "The bride's in the cottage, completely calm for once. I think your lavender aromatherapy trick worked."

Emma nodded, her practiced eye sweeping over the intimate ceremony setup one final time. Twenty-four guests, white Chiavari chairs arranged in a gentle semi-circle facing the ocean, an arbor of climbing roses and jasmine that had taken her florist six hours to perfect. The late afternoon sun slanted through the moss at exactly the angle she'd calculated, casting everything in golden, romantic light.

This was what she lived for—these moments when months of planning crystallized into something transcendent. When love became tangible, visible in every carefully chosen detail.

"Mrs. Chen?" The soft voice belonged to Sarah Matthews, today's bride. At twenty-six, she had the kind of dewy beauty that made wedding photographers weep with joy. "I just wanted to thank you. This is exactly what I dreamed of, but never thought I could have."

Emma's chest tightened with the familiar mixture of pride and something more complicated. "It's Miss Chen, honey. And you don't need to thank me—this is your day. You should be getting ready for your entrance."

Sarah's eyes were bright with tears she was trying not to shed. "I know this sounds silly, but I keep thinking about how you make everyone's dreams come true. Who makes yours come true?"

The question hit like a rogue wave. Emma's smile never wavered, but her hands stilled on the rose petals she'd been scattering. "My dreams are my business, Sarah. Today is about you and David."

"I just mean—" Sarah caught herself as she registered Emma's tone. "Of course. I'm sorry. I should go touch up my lipstick."

Emma watched the young woman hurry away, her flowing lace train catching the light like seafoam. She'd been in the wedding business for five years now, ever since... well, since she'd needed to rebuild her life from the ground up. In those five years, she'd orchestrated over two hundred celebrations of love, each one flawless, each couple glowing with the kind of happiness that had once seemed as natural to her as breathing.

Now happiness was something she created for others, like a master chef preparing dishes she'd never taste.

"Em?" Mia's voice was gentle. "You okay? You've got that look."

"What look?"

"The one you get when brides ask personal questions. Like you're remembering something you'd rather forget."

Emma straightened her shoulders and smoothed her navy sheath dress—conservative but elegant, expensive but not attention-grabbing. Everything she wore was calculated to make her blend into the background while maintaining the authority necessary to command respect from vendors and venues. "I'm fine. Just focused on the timeline. Speaking of which, where's the groom's mother? She should be seated by now."

Mia consulted her tablet. "David's walking her down now. Everything's on track."

The string quartet began Pachelbel's Canon, and Emma felt the familiar flutter of anticipation in her chest. This never got old—the moment when all her planning transformed into something magical. Guests turned in their seats, smiles spreading across their faces as David Matthews appeared at the head of the aisle, handsome in his navy suit, his face radiant with joy and anticipation.

Emma positioned herself at the back corner of the seating area, far enough away to be unobtrusive but close enough to signal the musicians or handle any crisis. She watched David's face as his bride appeared in the cottage doorway, saw the way his composure cracked just slightly, his eyes filling with wonder as if he couldn't believe his luck.

Once upon a time, she'd known exactly how that felt.

The ceremony unfolded like clockwork. Sarah's father, trying not to cry as he walked his daughter down the rose-petal strewn aisle. The exchange of rings—vintage Art Deco pieces Emma had helped them find at an estate sale in Savannah. Vows that were personal and heartfelt, bringing tears to even the most stoic guests. When the officiant pronounced them husband and wife, and David kissed his bride with such tenderness it made Emma's throat tight, she found herself looking away.

"You never watch the kiss," Mia observed quietly.

Emma didn't answer, busy directing the photographer to capture the recessional. But Mia was right. She could orchestrate everything leading up to that moment of perfect intimacy, but she couldn't bear to witness it. It felt too much like voyeurism, watching something she'd convinced herself she no longer wanted.

The cocktail hour flowed seamlessly into dinner on the wraparound porch of the historic beach house. Emma moved through the reception like a conductor directing an orchestra, adjusting lighting as the sun set, cueing the band for special songs, ensuring the catering staff kept champagne glasses filled and canapés circulating. She caught the father-daughter dance from the corner of her eye—Sarah's dad spinning his daughter with the same careful attention he'd probably used when she was three years old and standing on his feet in their living room.

"Emma!" Sarah appeared at her elbow during a lull in the music. "Dance with us! The band is playing that song you picked for us—the one from the forties."

"Oh, honey, I don't—"

"Please?" David joined his new wife, both of them glowing with champagne and joy. "You're practically family at this point. You've been part of this story since the beginning."

But Emma shook her head with practiced grace. "I'm working, you two. This is your moment. Enjoy every second of it."

She watched them return to the dance floor, Sarah's lace train swirling around her legs as David spun her under the string lights Emma had spent two hours positioning that morning. Other couples joined them—Sarah's parents, David's sister and her husband, college friends who'd probably been each other's wedding parties and would likely be godparents to each other's children.

The whole beautiful cycle of life and love and community that Emma facilitated but never joined.

Her phone buzzed against her hip. Emma glanced at the caller ID and felt her breath catch. Victoria Ashworth. The Victoria Ashworth, Charleston society princess and heiress to one of the oldest fortunes in the Lowcountry.

Emma stepped away from the reception, slipping around the corner of the house where the music was muted enough for her to take the call.

"Miss Chen? This is Victoria Ashworth." The voice was crisp, cultured, with just a hint of the soft Charleston drawl that marked her as old money rather than new. "I hope I'm not calling too late."

"Not at all, Miss Ashworth. How can I help you?"

"I'm getting married in six weeks, and I need the best wedding planner in the South. After asking around, your name came up repeatedly. Are you available?"

Emma's heart leaped. Victoria Ashworth's wedding would be the kind of career-making event that could launch her from regional success to national recognition. The kind of wedding that graced the pages of Southern Living and Charleston Magazine, that other planners studied and tried to replicate.

"I'd be honored to discuss your plans, Miss Ashworth. Though six weeks is quite a short timeline—"

"Money is no object, and I'm willing to pay a premium for your exclusivity. Can you meet me tomorrow morning at ten? I'd like to show you the venue."

"Of course. Where would you like to meet?"

"Magnolia Grove Plantation. Do you know it?"

Emma's pulse quickened. Magnolia Grove was a legendary antebellum mansion about an hour outside Charleston, complete with a famous avenue of three-hundred-year-old live oaks draped in Spanish moss. She'd dreamed of staging a wedding there since she'd first seen it featured in a coffee table book about Southern architecture.

"I know it well. I'll be there at ten sharp."

"Excellent. Oh, and Miss Chen? This needs to be perfect. It's not just a wedding—it's a merger of two very prominent families. Everything will be scrutinized, photographed, and remembered. I trust you understand the stakes."

"Absolutely, Miss Ashworth. I specialize in perfect."

"Good. I'll see you tomorrow. And Miss Chen? Don't bring anyone else. I prefer to keep the initial planning intimate until we establish our working relationship."

The line went dead, leaving Emma staring at her phone in the humid coastal darkness. Six weeks to plan a society wedding at one of the most prestigious venues in the South. It was the kind of challenge that should have her stomach churning with anxiety.

Instead, she felt more alive than she had in months.

She turned back toward the reception, where the band was playing something slow and romantic, where happy couples swayed together under stars and string lights, where Sarah and David were cutting their three-tiered lemon cake with raspberry filling—a flavor combination Emma had suggested when she learned it was what they'd shared on their first date.

"Everything okay?" Mia appeared beside her, ever vigilant.

"Better than okay," Emma said, watching Sarah feed her new husband a bite of cake while he laughed at something she'd whispered. "We just landed the biggest wedding of our careers."

"The Ashworth wedding? Emma, that's incredible! Think of the connections, the publicity—"

"I know." Emma smoothed her dress and checked her watch. The reception would wind down in another hour, and she had a thousand details to coordinate for cleanup and vendor departure. But for the first time in longer than she cared to admit, she was thinking about more than just the logistics of other people's happiness.

She was thinking about her future. About the kind of recognition that could transform her from a regional planner into a national name. About the financial security that would let her buy her own venue, maybe even expand into destination weddings.

About building something permanent and impressive enough that no one—not even herself—could question whether she'd made the right choices with her life.

"Come on," she told Mia, straightening her shoulders and slipping back into work mode. "Let's make sure Mr. and Mrs. Matthews' perfect day ends as beautifully as it began."

But as she supervised the bouquet toss and sent the happy couple off in their vintage Bentley with tin cans trailing behind them, Emma couldn't shake the feeling that tomorrow's meeting was going to change everything.

She just had no idea how much.
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Chapter 2: The Ashworth Account
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The avenue of live oaks at Magnolia Grove Plantation stretched before Emma like something from a dream. Ancient trees, their massive trunks twisted with centuries of storms and sunshine, formed a natural cathedral draped in Spanish moss that filtered the morning light into ethereal patterns. She drove slowly down the oyster shell drive, her practical Honda Accord looking distinctly out of place against the grandeur, but she didn't care. This was why she'd fallen in love with Charleston—the way history and beauty intertwined until you couldn't tell where one ended and the other began.

The mansion rose from the landscape like a vision from another era, its white columns gleaming against the backdrop of azaleas in full spring bloom. Built in 1847, Magnolia Grove had survived the Civil War, Reconstruction, and a dozen hurricanes, its Greek Revival architecture a testament to both Southern elegance and stubborn endurance. Emma had studied every photograph she could find online during her sleepless hours the night before, but seeing it in person made her chest tight with possibility.

This was the venue of her dreams. And in six weeks, she was going to transform it into something magical.

Victoria Ashworth was waiting on the front veranda, and she looked every inch the Charleston aristocrat. Tall and willowy with honey-blonde hair twisted into a classic chignon, she wore a cream silk blouse and perfectly pressed khakis that probably cost more than Emma's monthly rent. Her smile was warm but assessing as Emma climbed the wide
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