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      Eloise Hall woke when her fiancé’s alarm went off. Thankfully, the first light of day had started to seep through the curtains, and Eloise knew she wouldn’t go back to sleep.

      She’d had a terrible time falling asleep too, because today marked only three days until her wedding, and her dress was completely tailored and ready to be picked up.

      Robin would be by at nine-thirty to take Eloise to the dress shop, and then they needed to finalize the fruit platter with the caterer as well.

      She’d selected a seasonal fruit buffet, and the caterer now knew what they could offer.

      “Getting up, sweetheart?” Aaron asked from his side of the bed.

      “Yes,” she said. “I promised Billie I’d help her with her hair today, and I’ve got a call with Marge before Robin’s coming.”

      “I can’t wait to see the dress,” he said, coming around to her side of the bed. He leaned over and kissed her.

      “You can see it in three days,” Eloise said, feeling soft and warm inside this house, this bed, the arms of this man.

      “Not a day sooner, I’m sure,” Aaron said, smiling.

      “Not a day sooner,” Eloise said. “Can you imagine the scandal that would hit the Cove Chronicles if it got out that the Chief of Police had seen his bride’s dress before the wedding day?”

      “If that’s the huge scandal that gets attached to my name, I’ll take it,” he said, sighing as he sat on the bed near her knees.

      “Are they going to print the article about your dad?”

      “He says this kind of stuff happens every election year.”

      “I don’t understand what would possess someone to want to run for office.”

      “It takes a special breed of human being,” Aaron agreed, his hand moving down Eloise’s leg. “You and the girls will be back in time for dinner with my parents?”

      “Of course,” Eloise said, enjoying Aaron’s touch against her skin. “We’ll be on the five-twenty ferry, and we’ll be here by six.”

      “Great,” he said. “The food will be delivered at six-thirty, and we’ll eat soon after that.”

      “I’ll make sure the girls are at nearly their best before we leave the inn,” Eloise said.

      “They’re my parents,” Aaron said. “They know what Billie and Grace are like. Right after their mother left, my mom came over. We were all a horrible mess, and I don’t think I’d brushed poor Grace’s hair for a week.”

      Eloise lay in bed and listened to him talk for a few more minutes, and then he stood. “I’m going to go shower, love.”

      “Okay.” Eloise rolled over and closed her eyes, letting the soothing sound of the rainfall shower head lull her back to sleep. When Aaron came back into the bedroom to put on his shoes, she woke again.

      “I love you, El,” he said on his way out the door, and Eloise repeated the sentiment back to him.

      A few minutes later, she got out of bed and padded down the hall in her nightgown, where she found Aaron making coffee and Billie shoving books in her backpack.

      The silence in the kitchen meant they’d started this Thursday with an argument, and the way Billie looked at Eloise with such earnestness confirmed it.

      “Make sure you have your math homework,” Aaron said, turning and sipping from his mug.

      “I’ve got it, Dad,” Billie snapped.

      Eloise wasn’t sure what they’d argued about, and she swept into the kitchen to get a cup of coffee, her eyes on Aaron. “What’s going on?”

      “Billie wants to bring a date to our wedding,” he said.

      Eloise had not yet picked up a cup, a fact she was very glad of, for she’d probably have dropped it. Her eyes flew back to Billie, who cocked her hip and put one hand on it.

      She’d matured a lot this year, and Eloise loved her fiercely. The protective streak she possessed for Billie didn’t make sense to her, and she knew it was only stronger for Aaron.

      “It’s not a date, Dad.”

      “When you bring a boy to a wedding, it’s a date,” Aaron said.

      “He’s my friend.”

      “Who is it?” Eloise asked, placing both palms against the countertop. She stood next to Aaron, and she hoped they were a united front. She’d taken Billie’s side several times in the past, and she didn’t want to undermine Aaron with his daughter.

      “It’s Chris Knight.”

      “Chris Knight?” Eloise and Aaron asked together. “Oh, no,” Aaron added, shaking his head. “I know those Knight boys. They’re always in trouble, and I’ve heard enough of their name to last a lifetime.”

      “First,” Billie said. “They’re his half-brothers, and much older than him, Dad. He gets his own chance, doesn’t he?”

      “He should⁠—”

      “That’s what you’re always saying,” Billie said. “Don’t judge, Bills. Everyone gets their own chance.”

      “Billie,” Aaron said, his voice soft but powerful. Eloise glanced at him, hating that he and his daughter argued so much.

      They didn’t really, usually only when it came to Billie and the fact that she was growing up.

      “He’s just my friend,” Billie said.

      “I thought we liked a boy named Alex,” Eloise said.

      “I do,” Billie said. “That’s why it’s not a date if Chris comes with me to the wedding. You said there’d be dancing, and we’re in the same dance class. I told my teacher about the dancing at the wedding, and she said anyone who dances outside of class gets extra-credit.”

      She shoved another notebook in her bag and zipped it closed. “He asked if he could come, because he’s not a great dancer, and he needs the extra-credit.”

      “So you didn’t invite him,” Eloise said.

      “No.” Billie stepped into the kitchen. “Will you braid my hair now?”

      “Yes, dear, get the stuff.”

      Billie went to get the comb and hair ties, and Eloise got out her coffee mug. She said nothing, because Aaron needed to make this decision himself.

      “I suppose the boy can come to the wedding.”

      “He’ll probably step on her feet and cause a scene,” Eloise said dryly. “They’ll trip into the cake or something.”

      Such a thing would be a disaster, what with all the press that would be at the wedding. Eloise reminded herself that Aaron was only Five Island Cove royalty, and that literally no one outside of these five tiny islands in the middle of the sea would know about their wedding, whether someone tripped into a cake or not.

      She braided Billie’s hair and kissed Aaron good-bye, hurried Grace through eating and getting her shoes on, and sent the girls out the door to school.

      She retrieved her phone from the bedroom, where she kept it plugged in overnight, and checked it on her way to the shower.

      She had three missed calls from Robin. Shock and fear struck her as one giant lightning bolt.

      No matter what, three calls from Robin before eight o’clock in the morning was not good. Eloise’s fingers fumbled as she dialed her friend and wedding planner.

      “Eloise, I don’t want you to freak out,” Robin said when she answered the phone.

      “I’m already freaking out,” Eloise said. “You called three times.”

      “There’s been an accident at the dress shop,” Robin said, and she sounded breathless, as if she’d run from her house to Beachfront Avenue, where the dress shop sat.

      “What kind of accident?”

      “Emma called,” Robin said. “I haven’t seen the dress yet, but El…” She blew out her breath. “I’m on the way right now, and I’ll let you know. I just wanted you to be prepared.”

      “What happened?” Eloise asked again. “Just tell me, Robin. Then I can be prepared for what I might find.”

      The dress had taken the longest for her to find and tailor. She had a love-hate relationship with it as it was, but in the end, she truly did love the dress, and she felt strong and sexy in it at the same time. She knew Aaron would love it, and Eloise felt the first hot tears enter her eyes as she waited for Robin to explain further.

      “There was a burst pipe,” Robin said, sighing again. “Overnight. It apparently gushed for hours, and some of their dresses got wet.”

      “No,” Eloise gasped.

      “I don’t even know if one of them was yours,” Robin said. “And things dry out, El.”

      “I’ll change and meet you there,” Eloise said. She could reschedule her call, as she understood the nature of emergencies better than most.

      “Okay,” Robin agreed readily. “I’m leaving now.”
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      Eloise clutched her purse, as if the tightness in her knuckles would keep all of her emotions in check. Before she’d returned to the cove only a short nine months ago, Eloise had lived a fairly mundane life. She taught college students about biology, and she’d enjoyed it. Her life had been predictable, and she’d never gotten calls like the kind she’d had with Robin a half-hour ago.

      She hadn’t dared to call Aaron, because she couldn’t stand the thought of postponing the wedding. They’d been waiting long enough as it was. Absolutely everything was in place, and Eloise just wanted to walk down the aisle and pledge herself to Aaron.

      She’d packed everything in her tiny house on Sanctuary. All she needed to do was move it, something she and Aaron were planning to do after their honeymoon. He’d taken time off work, a feat not easily achieved for the Chief of Police.

      “Looks like the street is closed, ma’am,” the RideShare driver said.

      Eloise pulled her attention from the side window where she’d been looking and toward his voice. He peered through the windshield. “I think this is as far as I can get you.”

      “Here is great,” Eloise said, her voice steady and strong. She was not going to break down over this. It was a dress, not her health. Aaron hadn’t abandoned her at the altar. Everything else would still be flawless. “Thank you.” She swiped her payment card and got out of the car.

      In front of her, the street had been closed, and a pair of police officers worked the scene, along with five or six people dressed in dark blue polo shirts with the Five Island Cove utility logo on them.

      “Ma’am,” someone said as she took her first step down the sidewalk. “You can’t come this way. It’s closed.”

      “My dress,” she said, glancing around for Robin. If she couldn’t get down the street, maybe Robin couldn’t either. “I got a call from Judy’s Bridal about my dress.”

      “They’re down on the other end of the street,” he said.

      “Okay,” Eloise said. “I can go around?” She could walk a block over and then down.

      “Eloise?”

      She turned toward the sound of a familiar voice. “Paul,” she said. “The dress shop called about my dress.”

      He wore a sympathetic look as he approached. “I’ll take you.” He nodded to the utility worker. “She’s okay. I’ll get her down there.” He reached for her, and Eloise let him put his arm around her.

      “How bad is it?” she asked as they navigated past the yellow caution tape. The left side of the street had been dug into, and Eloise wished the smell didn’t remind her of the sewer. An image of her dirty and stained dress flashed through her mind, but she quickly pushed it away.

      “They’ve called the mainland for new pipes,” Paul said. “This street is going to be shut down for at least two days.”

      “Mm.” Eloise didn’t own any of the shops here, but going into a weekend with good weather, she wouldn’t be happy to be shut down.

      “Watch your step here,” Paul said, taking her onto a board that went over the hollowed-out street.

      She followed him carefully, watching where she put her feet until she stepped back onto cement. Paul delivered her to the end of the street and past another barrier keeping people out. Eloise spotted the white tent where a few women had crowded, and in the next moment, she saw Robin.

      “Thank you, Paul,” she said, pausing to look up at him. She put her hand on his arm. “Please…don’t tell Aaron anything. I’ll talk to him as soon as I know what’s going on.”

      Paul looked from the tent where dresses hung on portable racks to her. “Good luck, Eloise.” He bent down and hugged her, and Eloise clung to him a little bit.

      She cleared her throat as she stepped away, and Robin took the last two steps to her. She grabbed her in a hug and said, “Come see. It’s not so bad.”

      “Really?” Eloise asked as she started walking with Robin. They arrived at the tent, where Eloise picked out her dress instantly. “Not so bad?” She took in the once-white lace that now held a shade of gray no one wanted on their wedding dress.

      There was no way that would come clean. The strongest bleach couldn’t take out sludge.

      The bottom of the dress looked like someone had dipped it into a vat of dye the color of mud, and it seeped up the skirt until it finally petered out. Only the middle of the dress—from about the knees to the wide sash around her waist and into a few inches of the lace that covered the bodice—remained clean.

      She reached out and touched the wide straps that went over her shoulders. They too had the look like someone had dropped gray ashes on them and then rubbed them into the fabric.

      “This is terrible. There’s no way I can get this cleaned.”

      “Yes,” Robin said, hooking her arm through Eloise’s. “We can. I’ve already called Mike, and he’s waiting for us.” She tightened her hold on Eloise’s arm. “It’s just mud. He can clean it.”

      “This isn’t mud,” Eloise said, drawing back her fingers from the sooty substance. “What is that?”

      “It’s debris from the ceiling,” Robin said in a miserable voice. “Mike is a miracle worker, El. Let’s get this over to him.” She released Eloise’s arm and picked up the dress. “I’ve got my van.”

      She seemed so positive and so sure, and Eloise grabbed onto her optimism as she went with Robin. That was all she could do. Oh, and pray. She could do that too, and Eloise kept up a stream of pleading as Robin put the ruined wedding dress in the back of her van.

      “Do we have a back-up plan?” Eloise asked as she got in the passenger seat.

      Robin looked at Eloise, pure nerves in her expression. “Let’s go shopping as soon as the stores open,” she said. “Just in case.”
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      Alice Kelton bent to take the pizza out of the oven just as the front door opened. It would be Laurel, the female cop that had joined their friend group last summer. Alice had really taken a liking to her, and she found herself fiercely protective of the other woman. She thought her former abusive relationship had something to do with that, as Alice had come to view her marriage with Frank as abusive too.

      In some ways, Alice was so much better off without Frank. She’d regained her confidence and control over her life, and she liked that. In other ways, though, she had quiet moments of loneliness, despite being surrounded by people she loved and who loved her.

      “It’s just me,” Laurel called, the door closing a moment after she finished speaking. “Smells good in here.” The dark-haired woman appeared from the hallway, dressed in her police officer uniform and wearing a smile.

      “It’s just boxed pizza,” Alice said, returning her smile.

      “It’s better than a protein shake.” Laurel sat at the bar, a long sigh coming from her mouth.

      Alice watched her, her mind moving through several scenarios.

      “I know that look,” Laurel said, reaching for a can of soda. “Just spit it out, Alice.”

      “When are you going to set a date?” she said.

      The pop-hiss! sound of Laurel’s can opening filled the air, and then her eyes widened. “You didn’t check your phone.” She looked around as if Alice’s phone would be right there, blinking that she had a message.

      Alice had left it in the bedroom, because she’d used it as an alarm for when Arthur had to leave. Her face filled with heat though she tried to keep it cool. “Not for a while,” she admitted. “Did you set a date?”

      “September eighth,” Laurel said, her face falling slightly. “It’s later than I’d like, but we’ll basically be taking the whole force for the wedding. And if we wait until after Labor Day, things will be quiet here in the cove, and Aaron said we could each have two weeks off.”

      “Wow,” Alice said. “Two weeks.”

      “Yeah,” Laurel said. “It’s almost five months, but it’s okay.”

      Alice nodded in agreement. “Are you going to move in with him before the wedding?” She turned to get out the pizza cutter. If she could keep Laurel talking about Paul and their upcoming nuptials, then Alice wouldn’t have to talk about Arthur. She couldn’t believe she’d kept their relationship as much of a secret as she had.

      Robin asked the most questions, of course. Every time she’d asked over the past two weeks, Alice had been able to put her off with a simple, “Yes, I’m still seeing him.”

      It had only been three weeks, though she supposed she hadn’t dated Will for much longer than that.

      “No,” Laurel said. “My mother would be mortified.” She grinned as she tipped her head back to drink from her soda can. “What about you?” She set the can on the counter. “Things going well with Arthur?”

      Alice kept her gaze on the pizza as she cut across it. “Yeah,” she said, not able to hide her smile. With Laurel, she didn’t have to hide as much. The woman could be very discreet, and Alice liked that. She herself wasn’t great with secrets, and she thought maybe she could just tell Laurel about Arthur.

      No, she thought. Keep it to yourself a little longer.

      “Things are going well,” she said. “I mean, it’s been three weeks, but yeah. Good.” She shrugged and finished cutting the pizza. She got out a couple of paper plates and handed one to Laurel.

      “What about Charlie?” Laurel asked.

      “That boy,” Alice said, shaking her head and seizing the safe topic. “He’s going to be the death of me.”

      “Why’s that?” Laurel rose up onto her feet to get a couple pieces of pizza, and Alice sat down next to her at the bar.

      “He’s already kissing Sariah. I caught them last night on my own front porch.”

      “He is a cute boy.”

      “Yeah, who broke up with a different girl only two weeks ago. If that.” Alice wasn’t sure how many days it had been. Maybe only ten or so. No matter what, it felt fast to her. She hadn’t breathed a word of it to Robin, as it was her daughter Charlie had broken up with after almost a year of dating.

      “He’ll figure things out,” Laurel said.

      “I hope so,” Alice said. “I talk to him until I’m blue in the face. I’m not sure it’s getting through.”

      “I think it does more than you think.” Laurel offered her a supportive smile, and Alice did appreciate that.

      “September eighth,” Alice said, lifting her pizza to her mouth. “What are you thinking? Beach? Indoors? What kind of dress?”

      Laurel started to talk, and Alice simply listened to her detail her first planning session with Robin and how they’d already started looking for dresses online. “I’m not very feminine,” Laurel said. “So I don’t know about the dress. I honestly just want to wear a skirt with my police uniform.”

      “Then do that,” Alice said. “Will Paul wear his dress uniform?”

      “I think so,” she said. “I just mentioned it to him last night, but we got interrupted before we could talk too much about it.”

      Alice nodded as if she understood interruptions. In a lot of ways, she did. She could have her whole day planned, only to have everything implode by ten a.m. Nothing on her to-do list would get done, and the hours slipped through her fingers like smoke.

      “So…” Laurel said, and the hair on Alice’s arms stood up. “Tell me about Robin and her mother.”

      Alice looked at Laurel, searching her face. “Why? What happened?” Her protective streak kicked in, because Jennifer Golden had a special way of making Robin feel two feet tall and completely insignificant. Robin had been fighting with her for decades, and Alice knew how hard she’d been trying to build a bridge between them.

      Her mom didn’t make it easy, that was for sure.

      “Her mom arrived during our session a few nights ago, and they got in a little fight.”

      Alice waited for Laurel to say more, but she remained silent. “What did Robin say?”

      “Nothing,” Laurel said. “I waved to her and slipped out while they were arguing. I haven’t spoken to her since. I mean, a text here or there about the wedding.”

      If Robin hadn’t said anything, Alice didn’t want to betray her confidence. “They’ve never gotten along,” Alice said, trying to find the surface details that would explain but not betray her friend. “They fought like crazy when we were teens, and Robin’s been trying to prove she’s good enough for her mother for her entire life.”

      “She’s literally one of the best people I know,” Laurel said, her eyes wide.

      “I know,” Alice said. “You won’t find someone who cares more.”

      “She knows everyone on the island, and she knows all the best deals. She’s so organized.”

      “She’s pretty, she’s thin, she’s been married to the same man for almost twenty years.” Alice shook her head. “Nothing is ever good enough for her mom. I know Robin tries, but I think she just gets tired.”

      Laurel nodded and dusted her hands together, her pizza gone. “I was just wondering. She’s never said much about her family—her parents and siblings.”

      Alice wasn’t surprised by that at all. She drew in a deep breath. “I can’t wait for Eloise’s wedding. I think they’re finalizing the fruit platter today, and then everything is set.”

      Laurel’s eyes widened again. “Didn’t you hear? Eloise might postpone. You really need to look at your phone.”

      Alice sucked in a breath, her heart positively stopping. “What? Postpone? Why?” She got to her feet and started toward her bedroom, her heartbeat flying through her veins.

      “Her dress got ruined,” Laurel called after her, and Alice cried out.

      “You’re kidding.” She swiped her phone from the nightstand and saw all the missed messages in the group text. “Eighty-four messages. My word.” She tapped and started reading, unable to get a proper breath.

      Laurel had announced her wedding day. The others had congratulated her and said they’d mark their calendars.

      Robin had gotten on and said they’d had a “slight problem” at the dress shop, but that she and Eloise had taken the dress to a cleaner. AJ and Kristen had asked the most questions, and Robin fielded them all, not Eloise.

      The truth was, they didn’t know if the dress would come clean. They were shopping for alternatives that day, and Alice didn’t have to imagine the anxiety Eloise must be feeling. It ran through her right now.

      Eloise had then said, I might push things back. I need a dress to get married in.

      Everyone had gotten on and expressed support and concern for her. Everyone except Alice, of course.

      The string had gone quiet after that, and Alice cursed herself for putting her phone on silent while she made love with Arthur. The truth was, though, the phone distracted her when it went off during the brief time Arthur had in the middle of the day. She’d learned to put it on silent so they could enjoy one another, and she’d never missed much.

      Until today.

      She typed out a quick message of congrats for Laurel, though the woman sat in the kitchen, and then one of sympathy for Eloise, asking, What can I do to help? I knew a woman in the Hamptons who could get the most gorgeous dresses. Maybe she could help?

      She stepped back into the kitchen, noting that Arthur had also texted since he’d left her house.

      “You got it?” Laurel asked. She drained the last of her soda and met Alice’s eyes.

      “Yes,” she said. “She can’t postpone. The press will go crazy.”

      “Not to mention the Chief has everything set so he can be gone.” Laurel wore a look of sympathy. “I don’t think she’ll actually postpone. She probably just feels like she needs to.”

      Her phone chimed, and she looked at it. “Oh, it’s you.”

      Alice nodded as she sat back down, Arthur’s message shining in her face. I miss you already. Dinner tonight? My place after that?

      Alice only had two words for that—yes, and yes—and she sent them while Laurel said something about Kelli’s wellness center.

      “Okay,” she said a moment later. “I better get going. I can see you’ve got someone better to talk to.”

      Alice lifted her head, surprised and embarrassed at what Laurel had said. “No,” she said. “You don’t have to go.”

      “Yeah, I can tell it’s Arthur,” Laurel said, grinning. She clearly wasn’t upset. “You’re glowing.”

      Alice’s face heated again. “I am not.”

      “You are,” Laurel said, laughing. She stood and leaned over Alice’s shoulder, clearly looking at her phone. “Oh, and making plans for tonight, I see.”

      A message popped up, and Alice gasped as she read it. Laurel did too.

      She practically threw her phone across the kitchen, really only managing to toss it a foot or so, where it slid toward the opposite edge of the counter.

      “My goodness,” Laurel said, sitting right back down. The barstool moved as she did, creating a terrible noise against the floor. “Alice…?” Her name was full of questions, but Alice didn’t know how to answer any of them.

      Arthur’s message burned her retinas and she’d never get rid of the words. I know it’s fast, but I’m thinking about marriage. Can we talk about that tonight?

      Seconds ticked by, each painfully loud in Alice’s ears.

      “What are you going to say?” Laurel asked, her voice finally breaking the silence.

      Her phone chimed, and Alice’s eyes flew to it.

      Slowly, as if encased in quicksand, Laurel reached for it. Alice wanted to shout at her not to read the texts—especially not the ones Arthur had sent before he’d come over that morning. She deleted his texts several times each day, because her children picked up her phone at will, and she didn’t need them to see anything that would indicate her physical relationship with their school counselor.

      “Oh, my,” Laurel said, breathing out heavily. She put the phone in front of Alice, who couldn’t help looking at the text.

      We can eat that seafood scampi from The Bridge and just talk about it. Then I’ll do that thing you like at the edge of the bed.

      Alice pressed her eyes closed, her whole body hot. She definitely liked the things Arthur did in the bedroom. He was an excellent lover, and Alice wasn’t embarrassed of a consensual, adult relationship with him. She enjoyed talking to him, and she enjoyed kissing him.

      “How long have you been sleeping with him?” Laurel asked.

      “I don’t think that’s the most important question,” Alice said, her voice hoarse.

      “No?” Laurel asked. “What is then?”

      She looked at Laurel, pure shock moving through her. “Who wants to talk about marriage after three weeks of dating?”

      Her phone chimed again, and she and Laurel both bent over it.

      You’ve gone silent, which means you don’t want to talk about marriage. It’s just a conversation, Alice. Nothing too serious.

      “Nothing too serious,” she repeated. “Isn’t marriage serious?”

      “Just tell him that,” Laurel said. “Maybe you do want to talk about marriage though.”

      Alice swallowed, because she wasn’t sure. “I haven’t even been divorced for a year,” she said.

      “Well, you could be the fourth wedding this summer,” Laurel said with a smile. “Might have to fight Kelli for the spot though. She and Shad seem to be getting pretty serious too.”

      “Is there a limit on the number of weddings we can have this summer?” Alice teased, flipping her phone over so whatever Arthur said next would stay secret for a few extra seconds. “And you can’t even breathe a word of this to anyone else.”

      “I wouldn’t dare,” Laurel said, smiling. “And I think the limit is four. Four weddings, Alice. So if you want that spot…” She let her words hang there, though she was clearly teasing. She got to her feet and gave Alice a side-hug. “I have to jet. Duty calls.”

      She started for the front door, calling over her shoulder, “And answer that man. He’s dying.”

      Alice picked up her phone the moment Laurel closed the front door behind her and re-read all of Arthur’s messages.

      Her fingers hovered over the screen while her mind whirred and whirred. Finally, she typed, We can talk about marriage...if there’s plenty of shrimp scampi AND that carrot cake from Shirley’s.

      She grinned at her message, her smile widening at Arthur’s response that came in a few seconds later.

      Carrot cake ordered.

      Alice pressed her phone to her heart, letting the fantasy of her own summer beach wedding run through her mind. Could she really marry Arthur Rice so soon?

      Don’t be ridiculous, part of her mind told her, while the other half thought, Why not?

      “Mom?” Charlie called, and Alice hastened to delete the messages from Arthur as her son’s footsteps came closer. “There you are,” he said, stepping past her and taking a piece of pizza. “Is it okay if I go over to Sariah’s after work? You never answered me.”

      He wore eagerness and hope on his face, and Alice didn’t have the heart to tell him no. “You be safe with that girl,” she said.

      “I am, Mom,” he said, grinning at her. He grabbed onto her and hugged her. “I won’t be late since it’s a school night.”

      “I’m going out with Arthur tonight,” she said. “I won’t be late either. Ten for both of us.”

      “Okay,” Charlie said, hurrying back the way he’d come. “Love you, Mom.”

      “Love you too,” she called, and her fantasy warped and disappeared when she thought about how she could possibly tell her twins that she might marry their counselor.
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      Robin Grover was not the type of woman to give up without a fight. She checked her phone, though she had the ringer set on high, and it had not made a sound in over thirty minutes. A couple of cushy armchairs sat in front of the wide wall of dressing rooms at Castle Bridal, but Robin couldn’t commit to sitting down.

      Energy ran through her body as if someone had connected her to a live wire, and she simply needed to stay on her feet. Eloise had gone into one of the dressing rooms with an attendant with a waist no bigger than a toothpick, and Robin worried as much about that as she did about making sure Eloise had the perfect dress to wear as she walked down the aisle.

      They’d already spent hours finding that dress, trying on that dress, and altering that dress. It felt like such a huge setback to be doing it all over again.

      She checked her phone, her pulse pounding when she still didn’t have a text from Mike or Georgia, the only other dressmaker in the Cove that Robin trusted to make wedding dresses. Sometimes Georgia had rentals that worked well for last-minute nuptials, and Robin had already spoken to her twice that morning.

      Her phone dinged, and Robin nearly dropped it she lifted it so quickly. Alice had finally texted What can I do to help? I knew a woman in the Hamptons who could get the most gorgeous dresses. Maybe she could help?

      Robin tapped to call her, because she would take any help she could get. It was an hour flight to the Hamptons, and she’d make it herself to get Eloise the right dress. Before she could get the call off, the dressing room door opened, and Eloise stepped out.

      Robin shoved her phone in her back pocket and stepped around the plush chairs, trying to see everything at once. Such a feat was impossible, but Robin sure did try harder than anyone.

      The sleeves made her frown, but Robin straightened it as quickly as she could. Sleeves could be replaced. She could cut them off herself and sew under the raw edge. She would, too, if it meant Eloise had the perfect dress for her big day.

      The dress didn’t gape around her bust, which made Robin smile. The shiny, white fabric spoke a little bit of the eighties, and five months ago, Robin would’ve vetoed this dress on that fabric alone. It would cause a glare in the photos, but at this point, she couldn’t be too terribly picky.

      The bodice clung to Eloise’s midsection, and a wide sash went around the waist. So far, so good. The skirt flared from there, dropping to the ground in layers and layers of fabric, lace on the lower half of the dress that made it look unique and expensive.

      It probably would cost a pretty penny, but Eloise hadn’t mentioned a budget for this impromptu and emergency shopping situation.

      “What do you think?” Robin asked.

      “I hate the sleeves,” Eloise said.

      “I can fix the sleeves.”

      “We can take them off too,” the toothpick-sized attendant said. Robin glanced at her and took in her name. Sabrina.

      “How quickly?” Robin asked.

      “They’re made to come on and off,” Sabrina said, stepping over to Eloise and tugging on the sleeves. “We’ve rented this dress out before, and I know the last girl had us put them on.” She twisted the fabric under as Robin caught El’s frown of displeasure.

      “You can rent this dress?” Robin asked, meeting Eloise’s eye. Sudden understanding filled her friend’s eyes, and she turned back to the mirrors that spanned the whole wall.

      “I do like the lace on the bottom,” she said. “It makes it look very fancy.”

      “It’s different,” Robin agreed, because she knew Eloise wanted a unique dress. She didn’t want something everyone and their sister had worn.

      “Yes, you can rent this,” Sabrina said. “It’s three hundred dollars for the day.”

      “That’s all?” Robin asked, surprised. Why was she having her brides buy wedding dresses from Judy’s when they could rent from here?

      “We have rentals from one-ninety-nine to nine-ninety-nine,” Sabrina said. “I’ve got a fabulous Jennifer Pennace for six hundred.”

      “The Pennace’s don’t look good on me,” Eloise said. “She puts way too much frilly fabric around the waist. That’s already the thickest part of me.” She smoothed her hands down the front of her body, and Robin thought the thick fabric did a nice job of covering up the parts of Eloise’s body she didn’t like.

      “The train is pretty long,” Robin said, bending to pick it up. “Did you see that, El?”

      “I did,” she said. “It’s not a deal-breaker, right?”

      “No,” Robin said. “I just want to make sure we’re not taking the first one just because we can.”

      “Did you see Alice’s text?” Eloise asked, meeting Robin’s eyes in the mirror.

      “I was going to call her.”

      “I don’t know if we need to,” Eloise said. “I could wear this—if the sleeves were removed and a nice, wide strap held the dress up.”

      “We have two more to try on too,” Sabrina said, her eyes wide and eager to help. “But definitely. The straps aren’t a problem. When is the wedding?”

      “Sunday,” Eloise said.

      “This Sunday?” Sabrina said, actually pressing one palm to her heart.

      “Yes,” Robin said. “I’m surprised you don’t have more women in here. Judy’s had a burst pipe, and several dresses got…dirty.”

      “Ruined,” Eloise said almost over the top of her.

      “No,” Robin said. “We’re getting the dress cleaned, but we wanted a back-up plan.”

      Sabrina’s mouth dropped open, and she said, “You’re kidding.”

      “Not kidding,” Robin said. “If you can’t alter the sleeves by Saturday, I’ll take it and do it myself.”

      “Let’s try the other two dresses,” Eloise said. “Maybe I’ll like one of them more, and it won’t be a problem.” She swished into the dressing room, holding up the skirt in double fistfuls of fabric.

      Robin watched her go, admiring her resilience and optimism. Eloise had always been steady and strong in the face of disaster, and Robin finally sank into the armchair and let it swallow her whole, letting her mind drift back to the day she and Eloise had gone to the high school to take the ACT.

      Robin had just gotten her driver’s license, and she’d picked up Eloise at the ferry station and driven them to the test. Eloise had finished way before Robin, and by the time Robin had come out, she’d been in a huge hurry to leave.

      Her mother’s unreasonableness stretched back decades, and she wanted Robin to have the car back by one o’clock. In her hurry to get out of the parking lot and get home before her mother’s deadline, she’d cut the corner too close as she’d backed out. The entire passenger side of the car had scraped along the bumper of a truck, and Robin had slammed on the brakes and then frozen.

      Eloise had not. She’d known exactly what to do, and she got out of the car and wrote down the license plate number of the truck. They’d had to wait until the owner of it came outside, and Robin had been mortified to face Jeremy Simpson.

      Of course she’d had to hit the most popular boy’s truck. Of course.

      And she’d been late, and her mother hadn’t let her drive the car again for another six months. She had a way of taking things too far, of overcorrecting in a ridiculous way.

      Eloise had been level-headed and smart. She’d taken down all the information, and she’d remained optimistic that everything would work out. At age sixteen, Robin didn’t have quite the long-range perspective she did now and hitting that truck had felt like the end of the world.

      She was sure Eloise felt like that right now. She’d been waiting for this wedding for her entire life, and Robin’s resolve that she would have absolutely everything she wanted hardened.

      The door opened again, and Eloise didn’t even commit to coming all the way out into the viewing area. “This is a no.”

      Robin tried to get out of the chair and couldn’t quite manage it. She said, “Oof,” and fell back, giving up. “No,” she said, taking in the form-fitting mermaid dress. “That’s not for you.”

      “Let me just try the Pennace,” Sabrina said, squeezing out behind Eloise. “You go in and start unzipping that one. I’ll be right back.” She hustled off, and Robin met Eloise’s eyes.

      “I don’t mind that other one,” Eloise said.

      “Yes, but we don’t want a dress we don’t mind,” Robin said. Using both hands, she pushed herself out of the chair. “I’m going to call Mike, just to see how he’s feeling.”

      “It’s not bad.”

      “El, honey, the fabric is from the eighties,” she said. “And everyone and their dog has worn it.” Both things weren’t deal-breakers, but Robin wasn’t going to give in too easily.

      She ignored the list of things she needed to do that day. There was nothing that required her attention more than this, as her next wedding wasn’t for two more weeks after Eloise’s. Whatever she’d had on her list for today after Eloise’s dress pick-up and fruit platter selection could wait.

      With a start, Robin realized she needed to call Betty about the platter too. She watched Sabrina hustle back into the dressing room, a gorgeous dress in her arms, and Robin did her best to estimate how much longer they’d be there.

      Probably at least an hour. She’d call Betty first to set up a new time to pick the fruit, and then she’d call Mike. As she dialed, she ignored the quaking in her stomach. Things will work out, she told herself. Things will work out. They will.

      If they didn’t, Robin didn’t have a Plan C.
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      “I’m fine,” AJ Proctor said as her fiancé gave her a cocked-eyebrow look. “Eloise needs help choosing a dress.”

      “I’ll drive you,” Matt Hymas said, getting to his feet.

      “Alice is going to come get me.” AJ started toward the kitchen to put her teacup in the sink. Matt followed her, his hand on her hip the moment she arrived at the countertop. A small smile touched her face, and she leaned into his palm.

      “How are you feeling?” he asked, ducking his head closer to her neck. “I’m worried about you. You got up really early.”

      “I couldn’t get my legs to settle down.” AJ turned in his arms and slid her hands up his chest. “I laid on the couch and fell back asleep for a little bit.”

      He pushed her hair back and studied her face. AJ hated what he might find, because she couldn’t erase her exhaustion. At the same time, she couldn’t stay home this time. She felt completely isolated from her friends, though each and every one of them had been by the house to see her in the past couple of weeks.

      Kelli came almost every day, and AJ had finally told her she didn’t need to do that. AJ still felt like she’d done something wrong, but she hadn’t.

      Something bitter touched her tongue, and AJ swallowed against it. “I’d really like to go. The moment I start to feel overwhelmed or like I need a nap, I’ll make Alice bring me back.”

      “Okay,” Matt said. “Remember, I’m going to the airport on Sunday right after the wedding to get Justin.”

      “Yes,” AJ said. “I’ll get a ride home with Kristen. It’s all worked out.” Matt and his son might beat her back here to the house, and AJ would be lying if she said she wasn’t nervous to start meeting Matt’s kids.

      Justin, his youngest, was coming first. He’d be here about two weeks before Lisa would show up, and all four of them would be living in Matt’s three-bedroom house. Trepidation like AJ had never known flowed through her every time she thought about it.

      Matt’s other son, Derrick, had plans for a summer visit, but dates hadn’t been set yet, and plans were still liquid.

      The doorbell rang, and the pair of them turned toward the front door. “I’ll get it,” Matt said.

      “You don’t need to lecture her,” AJ said, but she let him go. Matt would just murmur to Alice that she’d gotten up too early, and he was worried about her. He’d tell Alice to call him if he needed to come get AJ, and she took a moment to wash her hands before she turned toward the dark-haired woman she’d known for practically her whole life.

      “You ready, AJ?” Alice asked, smiling at her as if everything was normal.

      “Yes,” AJ said, beyond grateful that Alice hadn’t asked her how she felt. She was so tired of answering that question. She still had three and a half months before she’d deliver her baby, and now that she’d been on bedrest for the past month, her energy was starting to improve.

      She had another doctor’s appointment next week, and she was hoping to get cleared off of bedrest. She hadn’t had a single spot of blood in weeks, and her boredom was leading her toward a complete mental breakdown.

      “Let me grab my phone,” AJ said, detouring toward the office. Matt had gone in there, and he met her at the door, her phone in his hand.

      “Call me if you need me to come get you,” he said.

      “I’m sure Alice will bring me back,” she said, leaning forward to kiss him. A quick peck, and AJ followed Alice toward the front door. Out on the porch, she linked her arm through Alice’s and said, “He told you the same thing, right?”

      “He’s sweet,” Alice said kindly. “He’s worried about you and his baby.”

      “Yeah.” AJ sighed as she reached the ground.

      “You don’t think he is?”

      “I think he is,” AJ said. “I’m just…worried all we’re ever going to talk about again is how I’m feeling.”

      Alice pealed out a round of laughter that made AJ’s heart take flight. “It feels like that, doesn’t it?” She escorted AJ all the way to the passenger seat. “When I was pregnant with the twins, I was huge. Like, as-big-as-your-house huge. I couldn’t go anywhere or do anything without every single human being I came in contact with asking me if I was okay.” She laughed again and shook her head. “I’d get so many questions—how many babies are you going to have? Are you sure there’s just two in there? Why are you out of the house? You should be in the hospital!”

      AJ opened the door and eased into the passenger seat. Alice closed the door behind her and went to get behind the wheel. “I promise, AJ, I will not ask you how you’re feeling.”

      “I noticed you didn’t,” AJ said. “And I appreciate that.” She buckled her seatbelt, making sure it was low under her belly. “I’ve had so many sports injuries, and all of them were worse than this. No one ever cared how I was feeling then.”

      “You do want to make sure the baby’s healthy,” Alice said.

      “Of course,” AJ said, leaning her head back and closing her eyes. Of course echoed in her head. Alice might’ve said something else, but AJ wasn’t sure. Everything softened, and the next thing she knew, Alice nudged her and said, “We’re here, AJ.”

      She opened her eyes with some effort, realizing she’d fallen asleep. “Sorry,” she said, feeling a bit out of it. Her head swam, and she tried to focus through the windshield to the car in front of her.

      It took ten minutes to drive from Matt’s to Aaron’s, and AJ couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep so fast. “My restless legs have kept me up the past few nights,” she explained to Alice, though she hadn’t asked. “I guess I’m just like a baby. Put me in a car and drive me somewhere, and I’m out like a light.”

      She smiled at Alice, who gave her a brilliant smile in return. “You sure you want to be here? I can actually drive you around Diamond while you sleep. I’ve got time.”

      “No,” AJ said firmly. “I want to be here. I’ve missed so much this month already.”

      “Amelia’s been coming and bringing the kids, hasn’t she?” Alice asked, reaching for her purse. She opened her door and got out.

      AJ copied her, stretching her back once she’d gotten to her feet. “Yes,” she said. “I love it when she and the girls come. They break up the monotony of looking for another job, chasing down another lead, or writing another article.”

      “How was it going back to the freelance?” Alice met her at the front of the car and hooked her arm through AJ’s again.

      “Good,” AJ said in a somewhat false voice. She didn’t have the same passion for sports journalism as she once had. She couldn’t remember a time when sports didn’t dominate her life. If she wasn’t playing them, she was training to. If she wasn’t doing that, she was watching them on TV.

      She used to record the games she really wanted to watch, then wait for her father to drink himself to sleep, and watch the matches in the middle of the night.

      In college, she’d played soccer and volleyball. She’d written about sports. She’d graduated and gone into broadcasting. She’d interviewed hundreds of professional athletes, and dated quite a few too.

      It was all sports, all the time, and AJ was actually sick of it.

      “Yeah,” Alice said. “Sounds really good.” She gave AJ a look that she ignored, and they went up the steps to the house. Alice didn’t ring the bell or knock, and when they walked in, a dog barked once before trotting over to them.

      AJ adored animals, and she bent down to pat the beast’s head. “Hey, you,” she said, as she didn’t know the dog’s name.

      “Prince,” Aaron said, barking in his own way. “Come on. Leave the ladies alone.” He smiled at Alice and AJ as he approached. “She’s in the bedroom, and I’m banned from even taking a step down the hall, so you’ll have to find it yourself.”

      He grabbed Prince’s collar and hauled him backward so Alice and AJ could get by.

      “Thanks,” AJ said. She walked through the kitchen, noting the absence of dinner plates on the table. A backpack sat there, with a math book open beside it, but whoever had been doing the homework wasn’t around.

      Alice led the way down the hall, and she did knock on this door before entering the room. AJ filed in last, and she was the very last to arrive. Eloise had brought in dining room chairs, and Robin jumped to her feet.

      “AJ,” she said. “Come sit here.”

      AJ would’ve normally hated taking Robin’s seat, but she moved over to the chair without protest. Kelli reached over and took her hand, and AJ squeezed her fingers in hello.

      “Hello, dear,” Kristen said from the next chair over, and AJ smiled at her too. Laurel sat in the last chair, and Alice piled onto the bed with Aaron’s girls, Billie and Grace. Robin stayed on her feet, her thumb in her mouth as she chewed the nail.

      “We’re all here, El,” she called, and the tension in the room went through the roof.

      “Did you give them the spiel?” Eloise called back, the door remaining stubbornly closed.

      “No, just a sec.” Robin strode toward the closed bathroom door and faced the group. “Okay, so we found a couple of replacement dresses today. Mike still thinks he can get the original dress clean, and we stopped by and saw the dress this afternoon.” She surveyed the group, her expression very serious. “I personally think it’s going to be fine, and she’ll get to wear the original dress. But to be safe, we got these two. They’re both rentals, and they both⁠—”

      She cut off as if someone had muted her. “Eloise just wants to model them both and then we’ll vote. She doesn’t want comments or lists of what you like and don’t like. She’ll tell you how she’ll alter them, if she’s going to. We have to decide tonight and get the alterations done tomorrow, and Mike said he’d call me the moment the dress comes out of the solution he’s tried on it tonight.”

      “They’re still open tonight?” Kristen asked. “It’s six-thirty.”

      “He’s staying late to work on the dress.” Robin looked like she might throw up, and AJ felt bad for her. Being a wedding planner had to be such hard work. She didn’t get do-overs. If something didn’t go right, that was part of that couple’s big day forever.

      She’d been working like a dog on AJ and Matt’s wedding, and AJ knew the details that Robin paid attention to. There was no stone unturned. No question unasked. No deal not gotten. She was very, very good at her job, and AJ knew she needed to hear it more often.

      “Robin,” she said, and everyone looked at her. “It’s going to be so amazing. You’ve done so much work on this wedding, and every little detail is going to come together.”

      “AJ’s right,” Alice said. “Eloise is going to look amazing no matter what, and you really have worked magic with this wedding.”

      A soft smile touched Robin’s face, and she said, “Thank you,” in the quietest voice AJ had ever heard her use. She was so full of life, with such a rah-rah attitude about everything. She’d cheered in high school, and her enthusiasm had been—and still was—contagious.

      “Okay, El,” she called through the door, and then Robin actually perched on the corner of the bed to watch the fashion show.

      AJ’s pulse skipped a beat as she waited for Eloise to exit the bathroom and show them the dress. Finally, the door opened, and Eloise came through the door, her very full skirt bunching on the sides before it made it through.

      AJ loved big, flowing, prom-style dresses, and her wedding dress was very much like that. Huge puffy sleeves with a scooping neckline to show off the best parts of her body. The fabric clung to her torso and then, from the waist down, billowed in waves and waves of fabric to the floor.

      This dress wasn’t quite that full and majestic, but the feathers on the bottom were stunning. AJ pulled in a breath and wondered why they hadn’t bought this dress to begin with.

      “I hate the sleeves on this one,” Eloise said. “But they can take them off and have simple, wide straps.” She turned around to show off the long train in the back, and then she headed back into the bathroom.

      “That was pretty,” Kelli said, and AJ smiled at her.

      “I agree. Hey, whatever happened with you the other night? You said you’d call me when you two got back to Pearl, but I never heard from you.”

      Kelli and Shad had come to dinner at AJ and Matt’s, and after a great dinner Matt had picked up at Morty’s, they’d sat on the back deck with coffee and wine. AJ had sipped water, because coffee made the baby kick her all night, and she obviously couldn’t drink wine.

      Kelli had told her that Shad had mentioned taking a trip together, because his parents were getting older, and he always went to visit them in the summertime. They lived on Long Island, and he’d suggested he and Kelli could go for a few days, especially since she wasn’t tied to a job here—or wouldn’t be come tomorrow, which was her last day at the school.

      She hadn’t been sure she could take a trip with Shad. She’d worried about Parker, and AJ had assured her she could go with Shad, and that any number of people would watch Parker while she was gone. So they wouldn’t be whispering among themselves, Kelli had said she’d call when she got home.

      She hadn’t.

      “Oh, uh, I don’t know,” Kelli said. “I guess I forgot.”

      Her very best friend in the whole world wouldn’t look at her, and AJ’s stomach dropped. Not because of anything to do with the baby, but because she was fairly sure Kelli had just lied to her.

      “You forgot?” she asked, but Eloise opened the door and said, “I need some help in here.”

      Robin jumped to her feet, and AJ watched as Kelli turned slightly toward Kristen and asked her if Reuben still went out to The Claw.

      AJ pulled her hand away from Kelli, stung and a bit unsure as to why Kelli didn’t want to talk to her now. Perhaps she doesn’t want to say anything in front of so many people, AJ thought. She looked at Kelli, and she sure seemed normal.

      Perhaps AJ was reading too much into things. Maybe she just needed to come right out and ask if she’d decided to take the trip with Shad or not. Determined to do that before she went home that night, AJ let Kelli put her off for now, and she simply waited for Eloise to come out in the second wedding dress.
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      Laurel Baker frowned at her phone, her fingers flying across the screen. That can’t be right, she said, knowing she needed to put her device away and have this conversation another time. If she carried on for too much longer, Alice would notice and want the details. Robin sat only a few feet from her, and that woman didn’t miss much of anything.

      I’ll call you when I’m done here. She sent both texts and looked up just as Eloise stepped out of the bathroom again. Her heart pounded in her chest the way it had when she’d been in her terrible relationship and subsequent bad marriage.

      Her anxiety had started high tonight, because Laurel still had a lot of nerves about getting married. She glanced down at the diamond engagement ring on her hand, completely distracted from the ooh-ing and ahh-ing going on around her.

      She forced herself out of her mind, telling herself she wanted to marry Paul, and that she could deal with her troubling case later. She didn’t have to take the job with her everywhere she went.

      This dress had real charm, as it showed off Eloise’s bare shoulders and lifted her chest in a way the other one didn’t. The fabric wasn’t quite as shiny either, but a softer version of the bright white—almost yellow—of the other dress.

      It looked almost gauzy and lightweight as it flowed over Eloise’s body. A bright blue sash went around her waist, bunching up some fabric that spilled upward in an elegant arc, and sending the rest to the floor in wavy layers of fabric, almost like the effect of a waterfall frozen in motion.

      Everyone clearly liked this dress more; Laurel did, and by the glow on Eloise’s face, she did too.

      “Okay,” Robin said, standing up, and Laurel hoped this get-together would end soon. With it being a school night and all, surely all the moms in the group would need to get home and get their kids to bed.

      Laurel glanced at Alice, who spoke to Billie and Grace with a wide smile on her face. Or go on dates with their hot boyfriends.

      Alice was very good at keeping secrets behind closed doors, and Laurel trusted her completely. She wouldn’t betray Alice’s confidence to anyone, and she frowned again as her phone buzzed against her thigh three times in a row.

      She’d come straight from the station to this emergency dress meeting, and she needed to get back there. Thom had gotten the air traffic controller’s report for the drug case they’d been investigating, and it didn’t add up.

      “Laurel,” Robin said, and she looked up at the woman. She held out a piece of paper and a pen. “It’s time to vote.”

      “Right,” Laurel said, having missed the instructions.

      “There’s six of us,” AJ said. “Why can’t we just hold up one finger for the first dress and two for the second?”

      “Just write the number on the paper,” Robin said, her voice tight.

      Eloise had disappeared, probably back into the bathroom to change, and Laurel told herself to be present. She scrawled a big 2 on the paper and handed it back to Robin without folding it.

      Robin did that, as if this was some big mystery surprise, and Laurel’s skin itched to get back to her real mystery. She’d been moved to the narcotics department in the last week, and while she’d need time to adjust to her new partner and new job, she didn’t want to take too long. She wanted to show Chief Sherman and everyone in narcotics that she was a talented detective.

      She’d been working as a regular police detective for several years now, usually assigned to property vandalism or robbery cases on the north two islands in the cove. The move to narcotics was a step up, not a lateral reassignment, and she was the only female in that department at the moment.

      Weight had settled on her shoulders and around her neck the moment Chief Sherman had asked her if she could make the move. She’d held her head high and said yes, of course. She was ready to move to a smaller department, with bigger cases, and more tension.

      She was.

      She wanted to prove to everyone that she had the talent, the mind, and the skill to get the job done.

      “Looks like dress number two,” Robin said as Eloise re-entered the bedroom, now back in her regular clothes. For some reason, the women started clapping, and Laurel joined in. She smiled at Eloise, because she did love the woman, and she did want her wedding to go off without a hitch.

      The entire Five Island Cove Police Department would be there, half of them actually getting paid to work the crowd and keep the Chief and his new bride, his girls, and his parents safe. They were high-profile figures in the cove, and his father was running for mayor.

      Stress accompanied Aaron Sherman wherever he went, and the whole department had sat through a debriefing meeting for two hours yesterday morning where the only topic discussed had been Sunday’s wedding.

      Laurel wondered if Eloise even knew that. She wasn’t a stupid woman, but she did bring cookies and sub sandwiches into the station as if it were an office building full of businessmen. It wasn’t. They handled criminal cases from big things like homicide to small things like a stolen bike.

      All the cops liked Eloise, though, and Laurel couldn’t fault her for wanting to steal a kiss from Aaron in the middle of the day. The man worked insane hours, as did his Deputy Chief, who was Laurel’s fiancé.

      Second thoughts ran through her mind again, and her phone vibrated a couple more times. Her nerves teetered on the
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