

    
        
          White Wedding

        

        
        
          Secrets of Thunder Valley, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Shelly Von West

        

        
          Published by Shelly Von West, 2023.

        

    


[image: Calendar

Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

SECRETS OF THUNDER VALLEY

Volume Three

White Wedding

By Shelly Von West

Copyright © 2021 Shelly Von West

Revised 2023

All rights reserved.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

No part of this book may be reproduced, scanned, or distributed in any printed or electronic form without permission. Please do not participate or encourage piracy of copyrighted materials in violation of the author's rights. Purchase only authorized editions.

The author acknowledges the copyrighted or trademarked status and trademark owners of word marks mentioned in this work of fiction.



  	
	    
	      Also by Shelly Von West

	    

      
	    
          
	      Secrets of Thunder Valley

          
        
          
	          The Locket

          
        
          
	          Melody's Song

          
        
          
	          White Wedding

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Billionaire's Holdings

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire's Holdings

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire's Holdings-Forever is Now

          
        
          
	          The Billionaire's Holdings Secret Moments

          
        
          
	          Memoirs of a Mogul

          
        
          
	          Home for the Holidays

          
        
          
	          Rantings of a Wicked Woman

          
        
          
	          Hearts in the Sand

          
        
          
	          Breaking the Bonds that Tie

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Doorways Series

          
        
          
	          The Pink Door of Positano

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Finch and the Falcon

          
        
          
	          The Finch and the Falcon

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          
          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Manors of Winter

          
        
          
	          When the Snow Fell on Winterbourne

          
        
          
	          The Twelve Days of Winterhallow

          
        
          
	          A Masquerade at Winterglen Manor

          
        
          
	          The Manors of Winter

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Granting Forever

          
        
          
	          The Socialite and the Gardener

          
        
          
	          How to Live Aboard a Boat

          
        
          
	          The Summer of the Finders Keepers Club

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Shelly Von West’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Copyright Page

Also By Shelly Von West

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Sign up for Shelly Von West's Mailing List

Also By Shelly Von West

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


Standing on the tiled terrace next to the infinity swimming pool, she looks past the manicured lawns beyond the neatly trimmed boxwood hedge straight out to the deep blue horizon. A curious line of sight where the ocean's abyss appears to end, and the vibrant sky begins. 

A perfectly drawn line at the blue water's edge as if to give her eyes somewhere to focus while she contemplates.

Finding herself lost in the serenity and finally feeling at peace, she decides to stay outside for a while. Ellen pulls an oiled teak wood lounge chair to the edge of the terrace. As the wheels bump along the uneven surface, she hears the distinct sound of gulls crying overhead. She quietly hopes the birds find somewhere else to circle while she enjoys the calm—and tranquility. 

With the sun hidden behind banks of clouds, the morning has not become too hot to be outside without shade. 

Dropping the colorful oriental silk kimono robe on the chair nearby, she stretches out on the lounge. Taking the mug off the side table next to her, she sips at the steaming hot mug of tea. 

Closing her eyes against the glare, she scolds herself under her breath for not bringing sunglasses out with her. 

While all of the events that have taken place in the last several months are permanently seared in the deep recesses of her brain, she tries to put them out of her thoughts. It's now happily in the past, and there is not one thing she can do but look forward to the future. 

A bright future. With Miles at her side, a newfound brother, and a niece on her way, Ellen finally feels like her life has taken a positive turn. 

Now settled back into Los Angeles, Ellen and Miles have enjoyed an interesting turn of events. After the attack of the crows made international headlines, they were contacted by a high-profile production studio. The studio wants to turn Melody's story into a movie or a mini-series. 

Ellen quietly contemplates the pros and cons of agreeing to such a project. She was relieved to have laid the entire messy business to rest. With the professor's confession and the deals that have been made for all of the 'extras’ participation, she wonders if putting the whole thing behind them also means saying no to the project. Surprisingly, Tim feels just the opposite. He wants to move forward. She thinks about the numerous conversations with her father about that movie that turned into arguments, leaving them at an impasse. 

Feeling her inner peace turn to turmoil. She decides it’s about time to go back inside when an extremely tall and skinny shadow casts over her. Shielding her eyes from the full sun now that the clouds have cleared, she looks up to see Miles standing over her—smiling. 

“Darling. You should get out of the sun. You know it’s not good for your skin, especially that gorgeous face of yours.” He says while he leans down to give her forehead a kiss, “Oh, and the studio called again. Vinny called three more times, and your dad has attempted to text, but it is unintelligible. I think he needs to turn off auto correct. Anyway, we need to discuss this once and for all and give them our answer—today.”

She blows at a dandelion wish away as it passes over her head. Crossing her arms over her midsection, she sighs, “If we must.” Then she closes her eyes again. She opens one eye just enough that she can see the exacerbated look on her fiancé’s face.

Giggling on the inside, she knows that she shouldn't be such a stinker and put the poor man at ease. 

“If we must? What does that mean? Have you come to a decision yet?” He asks in rapid-fire succession, his voice laced with impatience. 

“I have come to a decision. But you may not support it.”

“So, does that mean you’ve decided not to do it? You know you’ve handled this with an appalling amount of impertinence. It’s been embarrassing if I’m honest.” He says while moving to the foot of the lounge, blocking her view and the sun from her eyes. 

Sitting up quickly, she is hurt by his lack of understanding, “That’s not exactly fair. I needed to make sure that if I said yes to the project, it was not only for the right reasons but also with the blessing of my family and the people of the valley. There are so many others involved and thereby will also be affected by my decision.” 

His face lights up, “Wait! Are you saying that you want to do the movie?” 

Slowly nodding her head, “Yes, but I have conditions, and that’s the part that you may not be happy about.”

“What are your conditions?” He asks with a furrow of his brow and hesitation in his voice. 

“I think we need to call a town meeting to gain their approval. You know that the entire township will be overrun by the production. Not to mention the amount of press it is likely to attract, which doesn’t even speak to the additional security needed, and crowd control. All of that.” She stands up, and Miles moves around to help her into the silk kimono but not before he admires her backside clad in a skimpy coral and white floral print bikini. 

“I agree with all of that, but ask yourself what makes this production different than any other? The studio always works with the local government and town people.”

“The difference is that this is my valley we are talking about, and the town is full of my people. So I feel responsible for them and for preserving their way of life. So my decision to become an actress has never only affected just me; the whole town has been affected.”

As they walk up the terrace stairs to inside the house, he considers what she has said, “Well, I know you have a fair point but let the powers-that-be take care of that. You have your hands full already.”

“I know I really do. Vinny told me the other day that if we say yes, the script has already been developed, and they will be ready for us to go over in the next couple of weeks. I have a feeling this is going to move quickly.”

“Well, yes, they want to get on it while it’s still fresh on everyone’s minds. I mean, Melody’s cold case broke and was solved in a very short period. People are still talking about it, and my face only just healed.” He says while patting his face where stitches from corrective surgery had been performed.

Walking over to the mirror hung over a console table near the foyer, he assesses his face in the reflection. “I think Dr. Schatz did a wonderful job. I really can’t see any scarring, can you?”

She clicks her tongue, “For the hundredth time, yes, he did amazing work!” She giggles to herself. 

“For whatever it’s worth, I think you are making the right decision. I know you probably think I’m saying that because I am the director, but it's more than that. It’s like your dad said, as long as they stick to the script, this will be a chance to give Melody a voice. It might also give hope to many other cold case victims’ families. Your dad is backing this, and so is your uncle. It would be a shame to not tell your story.”

“I agree. That’s why I went ahead and made my decision to move forward. As long as the valley is unharmed, I will be able to remain behind the project.”

Swooping her into his arms, he pulls her into a cozy embrace. “I’ll call the studio, and you may have the distinct pleasure to give Vinny the news yourself.”

Pulling away, she wags her finger at him, “Coward!”

Laughing, he turns and walks down the corridor toward his main-floor office. 

She pours another cup of hot tea, then sitting at the white quartz counter, she picks up her phone. Scrolling past numerous messages, one causes her to pause. She swipes open the text then puts the phone down while she processes the message she just read. 

“Aargh!” She hisses under her breath.

“What is it?” Miles asks as he arrives back in the kitchen.

She jumps in her seat. “I thought you had gone to your office. You scared me.”

“I forgot my coffee cup.” He says, eyeing her with suspicion. 

“Vinny got you upset?” He sniggers. 

“Nope. I haven’t called him yet.”

“Procrastinator.” He teases. 

“If you must know, the message is from Ben.”

He stops then turns to face her with a raise of his perfectly trimmed eyebrow. “Oh? And what does he want?”

“He wants me to know that his divorce will be final by the end of May and also wants to know if the rumors about a movie being filmed there are true. What do I say back to him? I haven’t even signed the contracts yet, and the whole town must already know.” She pauses, then a look of recognition washes over her face, “Oh, dad must have blabbed. Darn him! I thought we told him to keep it quiet!” She moans. 

“Yes. I bet he told Ben in confidence and then let the rumor mill get to work.” Miles agrees. 

“I’ll just tell him congratulations, and since I cannot lie and deny, I will be vague and acknowledge that there is, in fact, a project, but that’s all I can say at this time. Then I will message my dad and chew him a new one. I swear that the gossip in that town is worse than here. Of course, I don’t know for certain that dad blabbed to anyone else. Sometimes he can be like a fifties housewife gossiping over the fence! Times may have changed, but small-town gossip sure hasn’t!” She grunts. 

They laugh in unison then he saunters back down the glass corridor to his office. 

She takes a deep breath, messages exactly what they just discussed, and then calls Vinny.

The phone barely rings; picking up the phone almost instantly, he gushes, “Girl! I thought you’d never return my call! The deadline is today, and let me tell you, this will be a huge success with you playing, well, yourself and Miles directing; what a dream team! You are saying yes, aren’t you?” 

“Vinny, slow down and take a breath. I can hear that you are seriously out of air.” She laughs. 

While he is struggling with breathing, he’s also parched. He gulps at the liquid in his bottle then pants his answer, “No, I can’t slow down. I’m on the treadmill, and I need to keep my heart rate up, or I’ll never whip this nonsense into shape. Now put me out of my misery and tell me your decision; I’m dying over here!”

“I know you are. But you can relax, I’m doing the movie, but you should know that Miles is going to work out some of the location and script details directly with the studio.”

“Whoop!” He shouts into the phone so loud she instantly holds the phone away from her ear.

She walks up the solid marble stairs on the second floor to the master bedroom while Vinny continues to yap on about the movie. She busies herself with selecting a dress for her outing by giving the occasional one-word responses. She is meeting with the wedding planner. 

Ellen selects a light chambray shirt dress with a brown woven belt and tan canvas slingback wedges. She places Vinny on speaker phone while she piles her hair on top of her head in a messy bun and applies a slight amount of makeup. Finishing her look, she swipes on a coral gloss then stands back to admire her appearance. 

Satisfied with the outcome, she grabs her phone and heads back down the stairs. At the same time, Vinny is still fully engaged in his monologue until she interrupts, “Vinny! I have to run, I’m meeting with the wedding planner this morning, and as usual, I’m going to be late. We’ll pick this up later. Have the studio send over the scripts, and we will get started on the modifications.”

“Alright. Just let me know about the party.” He replies between puffs. 

“Wait. What party?”

“Aha! I knew you weren’t listening! It’s the launch party for that new designer who is all the rage right now!”

“You need to be more specific; there’s always a new designer who’s all the rage!” She says with sarcasm. 

“Right well, that may be true, and honestly, I don’t remember his last name right now, but his first is Alonso, and his label is something like Rococo Couture. He is pretentious, but I am simply infatuated with his assistant Babette. I need you to go with me so I can secretly drool over her.”

“Hold up! Her name is seriously Babette, and you want me to be your wingman?”

He finally steps off the treadmill, grabbing the bottle of energy drink; he takes a quick swig, then wiping his face with the back of his hand, he answers, “Yes. Well, wing woman, I guess. Let’s meet at Sea Glass Lounge so we can arrive together, and then we’ll grab a nightcap afterward. No offense, but I don’t want to drive out to the colony today. I swear Malibu takes ten days to get to with all that traffic!”

She laughs, “Yes, I have to agree.”

“Speaking of which, since you are already shacking up with Mr. Wonderful, what are your plans for your bungalow?”

“I’m not exactly shacking up with Miles. I just stay over occasionally. I’m still living in my own place; thank you very much.”

“Oh. Sorry. Call it what you want, dear. Anyway, meet me at seven at the Sea Glass Lounge.”

She releases a heavy sigh, “I guess I can go out for a while, but I need to be in early since I have that energy drink shoot tomorrow morning.”

He gasps, “Oh gosh. How could I forget? I love that drink, by the way; it’s all I’ve been slurping on lately.”

She grunts.

“What?” He says while slurping the remainder of the drink.

“Well, that explains why you are so hyper—more than usual. Haven’t you noticed it has copious amounts of caffeine and sugar?”

“Yeah! Of course, I have; why else do you think I love it? Anyway, I have to hit the showers then spend the rest of my morning finishing negotiations with the studio. Ellen, I’m so excited; this will be a good move for your career. A made-for-television movie will also cement your ability to be on the small screen. See you tonight! Ta-ta for now!”

Shaking her head and laughing to herself, she knows she should have said no to attending a publicity affair so soon after all the recent events. But part of her knows if she desires her life to return to normal, she needs to embrace all that comes with that.

Glancing at the clock, she sees that she is right, that she will be late. She grabs her designer handbag off the counter then walks down the glass-enclosed corridor that looks out over the ocean on one side. The other side views the private courtyard atrium, full of tropical foliage and a meditation bench. 

“Ah, there’s my lovely fiancée. You look great! Are you certain you don’t want me to accompany you?” He asks as he rises from the glass desk perched in front of a floor-to-ceiling window that provides sweeping views of the ocean. 

“What I am certain of is how bored you would be listening to talk of table linens, place settings, and selecting a DJ versus hiring a band.”

“Band.” He smirks with a gleam in his eyes. 

She smiles, “Band?”

“Yes, my vote is for a band. No DJ.” He smirks again.

“Okay. Noted.” 

She gives him a quick kiss on his newly restored face, then turns to leave but stops and turns back to face him.

“I wonder...”

“You wonder what?” He asks while taking his seat.

“Am I being presumptive that you don’t want to be a part of the planning? I mean, I figured you already have so much work to do. So I assumed you wouldn’t want to be burdened, but I feel you would like to be included. Which, if you do, I’m all for it.”

“Ellen, let me assure you that while I may have opinions that I wouldn’t mind tendering once in a while, I absolutely support whatever decisions you make. Now get going and enjoy yourself.”

“Oh, I am sure this will be a different experience for me altogether. By the way, Vinny convinced me to accompany him tonight to a little shindig for some designer’s launch whose name I forget. Vinny’s got a thing for the assistant.”

He chuckles, but then his face grows serious, “Are you sure you are ready to be in the social spotlight this soon?” He asks with a slight furrow to his brow.

“Ready as I’ll ever be. You could always join us to add extra support.” She says in a sweet voice meant to coax.

He snorts, “No way! Besides, as you pointed out earlier, I have a ton of work to do, and I did just get word that they want to start casting right away. So you’ll need to clear your schedule if you want to have a say in their selections for playing the key characters.”

Suddenly she feels weak in the knees. She juts her arm out to the wall to steady herself.

Miles springs to his feet, then he hurries over to her, offering his arm for support while wrapping another arm around her waist. 

“Another dizzy spell?” He is obviously concerned. 

“Sort of. It's like I suddenly feel weak, then my knees can’t seem to hold me up. It’s fine.”

“If you get much more of that, I’m going to insist that you see a doctor. You’ve had so much physically afflicted on you, and that concussion you had months ago might be giving you trouble still. Let’s be safe and keep a watch on that.” He takes his finger under her chin, tilting so that they lock eyes. “I don’t ever want to be without you again. Understand?”

She nods with tears welling up in her eyes. The love she feels from him fills her to the top, and then she is simply overflowing with the joy he gives to her. 

Quickly she kisses the end of his nose, and then he wraps his arms around her for a sweet embrace. Then, after her retreating figure, he releases her then says, “I love you, Ellen Jackson...soon to be Sinclair!”

“I love you too, Mr. Sinclair!” She hollers back.

In the garage, she catches her breath as she continues to fight the feeling of faintness. 
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Chapter Two
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As soon as Ellen steps through the heavy glass doors to the wedding planners, the feeling of panic begins to settle into the very center of her core. On every wall and surface of the showroom are place settings, fake floral displays, fabric samples, arches, and artificial cakes. She worries that this type of planning service may not be a good match for her simple sensibilities. Before she has a chance to slip back out the door, a petite young woman with bright red hair appears through an arched doorway with heavily carved columns flanking each side.  

“Good morning! Welcome to the Wallingford’s Bridal Emporium!” The exuberant girl chirps, “Are you Ellen Jackson?” She doesn’t wait for a response but continues, “We’ve been expecting you. Would you like a mimosa or something else like hot tea or coffee? Perhaps you’d like a glass of champagne?”

“Actually, I would love some water if you have any?” Ellen replies politely while carefully eyeing the young woman. 

Wearing a black blouse tucked into a black pencil skirt accessorized with a double strand of mid-length pearls and a pair of pointed-toe stilettos, she is dressed far too old for her age. She must be no more than twenty-one but is dressed as someone over three times her age. 

“Sure, I’ll just get that for you, but let me know if you would like anything else. My name is Amanda, by the way. Follow me over here, and you get comfortable while I let Mrs. Wallingford know that you have arrived.” 

“Thank you, Amanda,” Ellen replies as she settles into a gilded gold chair with a burgundy brocade cushion. Looking around the room, she idly wonders if she made a mistake in choosing this event planner. Her aesthetic couldn’t be more dissimilar to her own. Coming highly recommended and more importantly, she is used to working with clients in the public eye and exercises an impressive amount of discretion.

Growing impatient, Ellen pulls out her phone, and after scrolling through a sizeable number of messages, she looks at the clock and starts to feel annoyance creeping in. Finally, after fifteen minutes of waiting, she was about to get up and leave when she spotted a woman through the archway clad in head-to-toe Chanel. Her stride is purposeful and well-practiced in sky-high pumps that are clearly meant to give height to her tiny frame.  

Clacking through the lobby on the hard floor, she extends her hand as she chirps, “My Dear! So sorry to keep you waiting! I’m afraid I was stuck on an overseas call. Now, come with me, and let’s get to know one another.” 

She grasps Ellen’s hand and gives her a gentle tug. 

When Ellen stands up, she towers over the petite woman who looks her up and down with a trained eye.

As they walk through the showroom to her office, Ellen worries that this may not be the right match.

“Please take a seat, and we’ll get started.” She pulls out a black and white binder with Ellen’s name on a label on the front. She pushes it across the heavily carved desk toward Ellen. “There. That’s for you. All brides need a wedding planning organizer.”

Surprised, her eyebrow shoots up at the corner, “Oh. I thought that’s what I am hiring you for?” She asks cautiously to not insult her. 

“Of course, but this book will give you a place to keep all of the information too. It will save on you feeling the need to contact me about every last thing.” She crinkles her nose then smiles sweetly. “Now, why don’t you tell me what kind of wedding you want.”

“Well, as I mentioned on the phone with your assistant, I am from Thunder Valley and....”

She gasps, then interrupts, “Oh! I hadn’t connected the dots! Such a ghastly business! I imagine that you are relieved to be away from there!”

Ellen clears her throat, “Actually, that’s where I’m planning to get married and hold the reception.”

Her face falls, and her pen stops moving on the paper. “I see.” She replies.

“I think we will have the ceremony in the little white church in town and then hold the reception at my parents’ house on the lake.”

She scoffs, “Well, there’s something at least. Do they have a gazebo or anything of interest, and is it a peekaboo view of the lake, or can one truly call it a lake view?”

Ellen suppresses the urge to laugh at this woman’s obvious snobbery. 

“Oh. I think it's fair to say it has a true lake view.” She giggles, “The house is literally perched on the lake edge.”

Mrs. Wallingford nods in response.

Ellen continues, “There are also beautiful docks, a boathouse, and three pergolas along the embankment. Actually, many weddings have been held there over the years when the manor was used as a county inn.” 

She raises her eyebrows then responds casually, “Okay, then it sounds like we might have a canvas to work with. Of course, I will need you to provide me with pictures and videos, so I know just how blank the canvas is.”

“Of course,” Ellen replies, suppressing her urge to say something snarky. 

“At some point, I might have to trek up there to view it in person, but let’s not get ahead of ourselves just yet. Tell me what you envisioned for theme and colors,”

“Oh gosh, I didn’t really have a theme in mind. But I can tell you what I don’t want.”

She looks at Ellen squarely in the eye, “By all means, that would be a place to start.”

“I don’t want a large wedding with attendees whom I haven’t seen in ten years and won't likely ever see again. I also want normal food, nothing that my guests don’t recognize or I can’t pronounce. And please, please, I want the decorations simple, no fuss, but then again, I don’t want it to look like I picked things up at a craft bazaar.”

She releases a choking sound. 

“Dear. Look around.” She sweeps her arm through the air, “Does this look like a flea market to you?”

“Well, that’s not exactly what I was getting at. But your style is quite regal, and mine is more conservative or minimal. So I guess I should have come prepared with inspiration pictures dog eared in a stack of bridal magazines or maybe Pinterest printouts?”

Ellen looks away as she quickly realizes that she is on the verge of tears. A completely unexpected response.

Being the seasoned planner, Mrs. Wallingford gets up from her perch behind the desk and moves her way around the front, where Ellen is seated. She offers a tissue box while placing her hand on her shoulder; she says, “That’s okay, that is why you hired me.”

***
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LATER THAT EVENING...

“Look at you! I swear if you weren’t my client, I’d be all over you, my Dear!” Vinny gushes. 

Her trepidation over attending this event instantly disappears as soon as she sees him. “Oh, this old outfit?” She laughs.

“Oh yeah, those drab old glad rags! Seriously though, you look fantastic, and I simply cannot get enough of that high ponytail!” 

Ellen is wearing a pair of high-waisted flowing white pants with a black and white low-cut striped silk camisole tucked into the pants. She is accessorized with a skinny black belt, a small gold buckle, and spikey stilettos. Tonight, she feels back to her old self.

He takes her hands and gives her a look over; he says, “Okay, let's see it!” 

She is confused, “See what?”

“The ring—girl!” 

“Oh gosh, yes, what’s wrong with me? I forgot that it was at the jeweler's getting sized the last time I saw you.” She releases a half-suppressed laugh then produces her finger with the ring. 

His hand flies to his mouth as he takes in the enormity of the stones. “Miles Sinclair certainly has taste. I will give him that much. How many carats is that exactly?”

“Now, you ought to know that it's impolite to ask that kind of question. But let’s just say it’s enough to weigh my finger down.” She also admires the ring, lamenting how quickly things have changed. Then, shaking the heaviness that threatens to weigh her mood down, she smiles pertly at Vinny, “Don’t you think we should make our appearance? Don’t forget my clock strikes earlier than midnight these days.”

He sniggers, “Well, heck yes, I want to make an appearance; it’s not very often you will see old Vincent in a snazzy suit and tie when awards aren’t being passed out.” He pauses, “Truth be told, I wanted to get you out of the house and ease back into the
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