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Chapter 1

 


TJ McCully had no idea what to do with Fredren
Savage. He was irritating, exasperating, and annoying yet when he
sent her hot looks, exactly as he was doing now, her temperature
rose and her heart beat far too fast. If she asked him to stop,
he’d cool it, but she had no idea how to ask.

They were supposed to be planning the
wedding of her detective partner and first cousin, Owen O’Malley to
Dr. Jenna Fields. Having been paired professionally with O’Malley
was a lucky break for TJ since they thought alike and sort of
looked alike. But a few months ago she took him to a family picnic
where they discovered they were first cousins. The DNA tests came
back with the final proof. He changed his name from O’Maley, which
his aunt had altered so the family wouldn’t find him, to his
father’s spelling of O’Malley. He’d been adamant his name be
changed before the wedding, and Mark Matthews, an Assistant DA and
friend helped with the legal issues. Now, she, Jenna, O’Malley, and
Fred, who just happened to be O’s closest friend, gathered to
discuss the final details of the Fields-O’Malley
wedding.

The pair had only given them a little over two
months to plan the entire event, something TJ was still miffed
about. However, she swallowed her protests and put her wedding
planning abilities to practice. She had married off all of her
brothers and numerous cousins. She could do this. Except she hadn’t
reckoned on Fred Savage. Nothing in life, including surviving three
brothers, had prepared her for what she should do with all that
masculinity.

“I still don’t know about our attendants,”
Jenna said, a frown between her brows. Even frowning, Jenna was
quite beautiful. She had shiny black hair and bright blue eyes,
with a tall, slender body. TJ suppressed a sigh. Not all women
could look like models, like Jenna did. So TJ was short, with red
hair and freckles. Definitely not model material. So she couldn’t
figure out what in the world Fred wanted with her. If he was
playing with her... her ire rose and she turned burning eyes on
him, which he either ignored or didn’t notice.

He did however, manage to swipe her chocolate
cupcake and a bit of brownie, and her coffee had also mysteriously
disappeared. Just for fun she glared at him again before turning
her attention to the task at hand. TJ could ignore him just like
she ignored the eyes that seemed to watch her all the time lately.
Not that Fred had ever given her a creepy feeling. Never in their
association had she felt anything but safe with him, but that sense
of security was definitely shattered of late when she was
alone.

She hadn’t told O’Malley of her suspicions
only because she had no evidence. The only problem so far was a
niggling that something wasn’t quite right. A nebulous feeling that
her world wasn’t quite the same today as it had been last month.
Whether that warning stemmed from whatever feelings Fred had
invoked or was totally unrelated she couldn’t tell.

With utter willpower, TJ forced her thoughts
away from those uncertainties to an activity she totally
understood. She took a deep breath and said, “Okay, Jenna, you want
Damon and Emmy,” her brother and his wife, “to stand for you.
O’Malley wants me and the nerdboy,” she said, jerking a thumb at
Fred.

“Yes, and that’s two men, and two women,”
Jenna said, and TJ saw she fretted the way brides do. Jenna’s
cousin, Julia, was married and now lived in Sandovia, near France.
The two discussed Julia being a part of the wedding party, but
Julia demurred because it would be difficult with her living in
another country.

“Take a deep breath. Here’s my idea,” TJ
instructed. Jenna nodded, although she still looked
worried.

“Emmy is your maid of honor, so naturally
she’ll come down the aisle before you. The problem you have right
now is logistics. Damon can’t be in the room with the ladies, and I
can’t be with the men. But, there’s a fairly easy
solution.”

“Okay,” Jenna said, and nodded again, but she
didn’t look convinced.

“How about if Fred and Damon come out with
O’Malley and take their respective places. Then Emmy and I can walk
down the aisle together. Emmy goes to your side, I go to
O’Malley’s.” TJ watched Jenna’s face brighten as she comprehended.
A smart lady, Jenna Fields.

“Oh, yes, that would work. The men come out
together and you and Emmy could certainly walk down the aisle
together. Arm in arm. That would look spectacular. But what about
your gowns?”

“Easy. Emmy and Damon in green, like you want,
and Fred and me in blue.”

“I’m not wearing a blue gown,” Fred stated
emphatically. That caused him and O’Malley to guffaw into their
coffee. Or, in Fred’s case, what was left of her
coffee.

“I can see it now, a nice one with those
little straps to show off your shoulders,” O’Malley suggested with
a huge grin.

“Ignore the hecklers,” TJ directed Jenna, but
she was heartened to see that at least their antics managed to
semi-relax the nervous bride-to-be.

“I’m fairly certain Damon won’t wear a green
gown with spaghetti straps either,” Jenna divulged with a sweet
smile she sent to Fred. He grinned. Blast him, why did his white
teeth have to flash against his brown skin like that and why did
the corners of his amazingly blue eyes have to crinkle so
engagingly behind the dark frames of his glasses? She suppressed a
growl but whether it was directed at him or herself she didn’t
know.

After she managed to wrestle herself under
control, he sent her a very private, very unwelcome look that
shattered all her efforts once again. She was certain she
didn’t welcome that bold, masculine gaze he swept over her.
Certain. Yes, of course. Absolutely she didn’t want this
man’s attentions.

Who’d want a man anyway? They were stinky and
controlling and usually not very smart.

Not that those characteristics applied to this
man, however. TJ resisted the urge to look at him. She chose to
ignore the hidden message in that stare. That
I-know-you’d-like-to-be-alone-with-me look that sent skitters of
something she refused to identify down her back.

She curled up the left side of her lip at him,
rolled her eyes and turned back to Jenna. She would be professional
about this. Fred Savage was not going to wriggle his way
under her skin.

“Yes, I like that idea. Then the two couples
can walk back up the aisle after Owen and me,” Jenna decided, using
her groom’s first name, which sounded odd to TJ. Since they were
detectives, she called him O’Malley. And he called her McCully. It
was all very appropriate.

Fred leaned in and whispered, “That means you
and I get to walk down the aisle together, Teresa
Jayne.”

Unwelcome images burst into her brain and she
narrowed her eyes at him, while fighting to quell the sudden
pounding of her heart.

“Enjoy it while it lasts,” she advised. “And
my name is TJ.” She made certain to enunciate.

“Teresa Jayne?” O’Malley turned laughing eyes
on his friend. “I haven’t heard that one yet.”

Jenna frowned. “I thought your name was just
TJ.”

“It is. Nerdboy here hasn’t caught on yet.” He
had also tried out Tonya Jean. She thought he rather liked that
one, but suspected new versions of TJ were on the way.

“We’ll get to walk down the aisle together
twice,” Fred said, as though he didn’t hear her.

She hated the traitorous flip of her heart.
No, no, no. Maybe she could figure out some way to arrest
him.

“Twice?” O’Malley asked with raised
eyebrows.

“Yeah, there’s a rehearsal, right?”

“Rehearsal, oh yes, and the rehearsal dinner,”
Jenna fretted, flipping frantically through the papers scattered
across the coffee table in front of her.

“Relax. I’ve got lasagna the moms already made
in the freezer,” TJ soothed. She cocked her head at Jenna. “Emmy’s
bringing the bread, salad, and dessert, so that’s covered. You
don’t have to worry about the rehearsal meal.”

“Bless you,” Jenna intoned.

“I didn’t sneeze,” TJ answered guilelessly.
O’Malley reached out a large hand and wrapped it around the nape of
her neck. He hauled her into his side and tried to give her a
noogie. She escaped with little effort.

“You and Emmy already discussed this?” Jenna
asked incredulously, and TJ smiled as she watched Jenna’s hand
reach out to grasp her fiancé’s. O’Malley curled their fingers
together and tugged her closer.

“Yep. We’ve got the dinner all planned.
Nerdboy is bringing drinks,” she said, indicating the source of her
awareness and irritation with her chin.

Fred smiled lazily. “We’ve taken care of the
meal.” He took a swallow of coffee and she watched his throat work.
This had to stop. No more watching the man. No more reacting to
him. No more thinking about him.

“Let’s get back to the actual ceremony,” TJ
suggested and checked her own notes.

“Yes, I think your idea of Damon and Fred
coming out with Owen is good. You and Emmy walking down the aisle
before me should work just fine,” Jenna said in a voice that
sounded tight.

“Breathe, Jenna. You’re not the only bride to
go through this. It doesn’t mean you’re having second thoughts
about your groom, but that you want your day to be special.
Relax. It will be perfect,” she coached. Having been through
this countless times, she usually didn’t have to deliver this
speech until the day of the wedding. But knowing Jenna, with her
aplomb and poise, she’d be fine once they had everything in
place.

“You’ve seen this before?” O’Malley asked, and
she saw the flare of interest in his eyes.

“Of course I’ve seen brides panic before. If
she weren’t nervous, then I’d be worried, but this is totally
natural and expected. So calm down.” TJ patted Jenna’s
arm.

“I’m glad we’re normal,” Jenna said and
slanted a secret smile at O’Malley. His eyes went soft as he gazed
back at her, and something caught in TJ’s chest. She loved seeing
people in love.

Fred coughed and she turned to glare at him.
He sent her an innocent, come-hither smile. She bared her teeth at
him.

This elicited a flare of interest in his eyes.
He wiggled a brow at her. She rolled her eyes and turned back to
the engaged couple. The sooner they had them married off, the
sooner she was free of Fredren Savage. The sooner the better as far
as she was concerned. And she really did feel that way. Yes,
indeed she did.

“I think we’ve got the ceremony covered, and
since the ceremony and the reception are in the same place, the
meal shouldn’t be too difficult. The hotel is taking care of that,
right?” she asked and scrolled through more pages on her tablet
computer.

“Yes, they are, and we chose everything
already, thank goodness,” Jenna answered.

“You’ve got the person marrying you lined up,
right?”

“Yes, he’s booked and has directions,” Jenna
answered.

“Okay, what about decorations?” TJ located
that file and then tapped it, waiting for Jenna to sort through her
notes.

“The hotel is taking care of most of them, but
I do want to add a few touches here and there.” Jenna finally left
the scattered papers and picked up her phone where she opened her
picture gallery. Once she found what she wanted, Jenna handed the
device to TJ who flicked through the pictures and nodded. They were
gorgeous.

“You already discussed this with the hotel,
right?”

“Yes.”

“Do we need to get in early in the morning to
finish your additions, or what’s your plan?” TJ asked. The more
they nailed down today, the less they’d have to do when the wedding
came perilously close, which it already was.

“Actually, Annie and Julia are taking care of
those, so we’re off the hook. Giselle will probably help,” Jenna
said.

“Are Julia and Giselle still here?” she asked.
Mallen and Julia Saltaire and Stefen and Giselle Bannette flew over
from Sandovia at around the same time she and O’Malley arrested a
serial rapist who had attacked Jenna. [Heal Me – Book 4 –
The Me Series] The two couples returned to their country soon
after, with promises to return for the wedding. Since Mallen was
king and Stefen headed the largest corporation in the country,
while Giselle lead national security and Julia focused her
attention in the palace laboratory, none of them could stay away
from their duties for long.

“Not yet. They’re coming a week or so before
the wedding. I’ll need Julia to keep me calm,” Jenna said with a
shaky laugh.

“You’ll be fine,” TJ soothed absently. She
stared at her lists. “We’ve got the dresses, but need to coordinate
the men’s cummerbunds and bow ties to match. What about
vests?”

Jenna frowned before looking at Fred. “Do you
want to wear a vest?”

“It’ll probably be hot, right?”

“Probably, since the wedding is in the
beginning of September,” TJ replied. “Let’s nix the vests. The coat
should be plenty.” Using her finger, she drew a line through vests
on her list. “You’ve ordered the cake and wedding favors; the meal
is taken care of, what about flowers?”

“We took care of them last week,” O’Malley
replied and he ran a hand over Jenna’s hair. She visibly relaxed
beneath his touch.

“We’re almost finished, aren’t we?” Jenna
sounded happy.

TJ grinned. “Yes, you are. What about
honeymoon clothes?”

“Honeymoon clothes?” Jenna repeated, and
blinked.

“Yes. You’ll need beachwear – and
lingerie.”

O’Malley’s hand stalled in Jenna’s hair and a
light gleamed from his eyes. “Lingerie?” he repeated in a thick
voice.

“Yeah, lingerie’s a good thing for a
honeymoon,” she answered and stared at Jenna, who looked
bewildered. “Oh, my,” TJ murmured and added an urgent note in her
tablet. This could prove interesting.

“We’ll have to go shopping.” Jenna’s voice
sounded strained.

“You know what to buy?” O’Malley asked, still
in that croaky voice.

“Yes, your worthless friend let something slip
the other day. I know exactly what to look for,” she replied
without looking up. But she caught O’Malley turn to Fred and mouth,
Thank you, and Fred’s subsequent salute of
acknowledgment.

“Lingerie?” Jenna asked again, and when she
looked up, TJ noticed she’d gone pale.

“Don’t worry about this, Jenna. I know exactly
what to do.”

“You do?” she whispered and TJ saw hope spark
in her eyes. “I hate lingerie shopping. It’s as bad as bathing suit
shopping.”

“Trust me, I’m good at this. A
professional.”

“You hate shopping, TJ.”

“Yes, but I like lingerie shopping.
It’s the only kind I’m capable of.”

O’Malley’s brow pleated. “Who buys your
clothes?”

“Our moms. And some of the nieces now.” TJ
frowned. She wasn’t that good at dressing herself, but her nieces
had begun choosing garments that were a bit too form fitting. Maybe
they’d have to reassess her size.

“Why do we need to do this?” Jenna sounded
like she had reentered panic mode.

“To blow O’Malley’s mind, of course. What
else?” she replied, frowning at her friend.

O’Malley choked on the sip of coffee he’d just
taken.

***

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Jenna
asked two days later when TJ tugged her into a well known lingerie
store. She was glad the store wasn’t far from the mall entrance.
The hairs on the back of her neck stood at attention. She was tired
of this creepy watched feeling, but didn’t say anything to Jenna.
Someone kept calling her phone and hanging up too. TJ hadn’t
mentioned the scratch marks on her locks, either. O’Malley might
delay the wedding.

“Am I sure what is a good idea?” TJ asked
absently. She shoved away the disquieting thoughts as she scanned
the store. She eyed a sapphire blue silk and lace nightie that’d go
well with Jenna’s eyes. Perfect.

“Taking me lingerie shopping. I want to be
sexy for Owen, but I’m not good at this,” Jenna said tentatively.
But TJ was heartened to see that her eyes were lit with
interest.

“Of course it’s a good idea. Fred mentioned in
passing that O’Malley used to have this thing for some lingerie
model. But since meeting you, he has a thing for you.” TJ rifled
through a rack of nearly sheer white lace teddies.

“So?” Jenna said and TJ looked up in time to
see her bite her lip.

“So?” she repeated and blinked at her friend.
“We’re going to blow his mind. I stink at regular clothing
shopping, but this I can do,” TJ assured her, eyeing Jenna over a
rack of very tiny black lace panties.

“Why do you hate regular clothing
shopping?”

TJ shrugged. “I can’t seem to figure out what
works for me. And I’m color blind.”

Jenna blinked. “Totally color
blind?”

“No, I just can’t distinguish colors that are
close. Like some blues and purples, greens and grays, that sort of
thing. Now, you want your wedding night to be special,
right?”

“Of course,” Jenna agreed and she glanced at
her left hand where her engagement ring sparkled. “But not trashy.
That’s what I’m worried about.”

“You couldn’t be trashy if you tried, Jenna.”
TJ steered her toward a nearby rack. It held more gorgeous white
night gowns. “Since O’Malley’s little Jenna fetish has only grown
worse, we’re going to seal his fate,” TJ said
decisively.

“We are?” Jenna looked alarmed, and happy, at
that prospect.

“Oh, yeah. Relax, we’ll get this right. Some
men aren’t much into lingerie, but I’m guessing O’Malley
is.”

“Why do you think that?” Jenna sounded
intrigued. Maybe after she saw how well received this lingerie
would be, she wouldn’t mind shopping for it so much.

“Well, why else would he know the identity of
a lingerie model? It’s not like he’d be in the market to buy the
stuff for himself,” TJ replied, a bit exasperated with her
not-normally-ditzy-friend. The woman was a doctor, after all. She
expected more, but Jenna seemed slightly dazed by the whole
process, so TJ removed the blue nightie and the white and for fun
threw in a silky black one. She thrust them at Jenna and pushed her
toward the nearest dressing room. A saleslady ushered Jenna inside
while TJ wove in and out of the racks looking for more things to
hand over the door to her friend.

Spying a shimmering pink gown with long
ribbons, she wrinkled her nose, but then thought of how the pink
would show against Jenna’s white skin and dark hair and selected
one. She added another white garment, this one a teddy and threw in
a pretty ice blue one before adding a champagne colored choice.
Then she made her way to the changing room, watching for anything
else that might work for Jenna.

A flash of green caught her eye and turning,
she saw it. In a shimmery, silky fabric, with lace bra cups and
spaghetti straps, the gown would hit her about mid thigh and seemed
perfect for a detective who saw a bit too much ugliness and needed
some beauty in her life. With a near sigh, she found her size and
gently folded the nightgown over her arm. The saleslady handed the
selections to Jenna and then showed her into a room.

“Jenna, I found something for me,” she
admitted when she closed the door behind her.

“Oh? What is it?”

“An emerald green nightgown. It has spaghetti
straps and lace and is perfect for when I’ve had a really long
day.”

“Wonderful. You never know when you’ll need
one. Oh, oh, TJ...” And her voice trailed off. Alarmed, TJ
yanked her shirt back on and barreled out of the cubicle to rap on
Jenna’s door.

Jenna opened the barrier and stood there in a
beautiful white gown, tears in her eyes. Looking exactly like what
she was. A woman in love, dressing for a very special night for her
very special man.

“Oh, that’s perfect for your wedding night,”
TJ breathed. A little in awe at the sight of Jenna.

“Yes. I had no idea until I put this on,”
Jenna agreed. “Maybe lingerie shopping isn’t so bad.”

“You cried when we found your gown, too.” TJ
sniffed along with her friend.

Jenna nodded and TJ grinned. “One down and at
least eight more to go,” TJ quipped. Jenna groaned and shut the
door with a shudder. Then again, maybe she needed more practice
before Jenna caught the hang of lingerie shopping.

TJ laughed and returned to her changing room.
She tried on her green gown and tears threatened her own eyes.
Staring at herself, she realized she needed this gorgeous
garment.

 She refused to think about the possibility that a certain
pesky male might one day see her in said gown. And appreciate the
view.


Chapter 2

 


The night before the wedding Fred pulled into
the hotel parking lot while she scrolled through her lists again.
“The lasagna is in the oven, drinks are in coolers, and Emmy said
she had everything else ready, so what are we missing?”

“Relax. Our stuff is done,” Fred soothed as he
turned off the vehicle and turned to look at her.

“Easy for you to say.” She continued reading
to make certain they hadn’t missed anything.

“All we have to do is follow directions for
this rehearsal and then we can eat,” he said.

TJ’s stomach rumbled. He laughed.

“Good thing I remembered snacks.”

“Snacks?” She couldn’t help wiggling her
eyebrows at him as he reached into the back seat.

“Of course. I never go anywhere
unprepared.”

“Right,” she agreed and watched with interest
as he tugged a package of miniature chocolate bars, another bag of
nuggets, and another of licorice from the shopping bag. “Perfect,”
she stated and took the miniatures from him.

She ripped the package open, yanked two bars
from the cardboard tray, and handed him one.

Fred opened the nuggets and she dug into that
bag next. They worked on the chocolate for a few minutes, then
looked at each other. “I suppose we can’t put this off any
longer?”

“No,” he answered and stared at the hotel.
“Let’s go. We’ll have the real thing tomorrow and then this wedding
is over.”

“Right. Tomorrow we’re finished.” TJ dug into
the nuggets again and then stuffed the chocolate back into the
shopping bag to share with the rest of the wedding party. A moment
later she followed him out of the car. She felt eyes on them as
they left the car and headed for the hotel entrance. Creepy.
TJ suppressed a shudder. She had lived with this sensation for over
a month now and she didn’t like it.

When they reached the room, everyone else was
there. Waiting for them.

“They were eating chocolate in the parking
lot,” O’Malley stated as he stared them down. He had an arm around
Jenna, who looked harried.

Fred grinned. “We’ll share.” He looked down at
her.

TJ glared at her partner. “I don’t know about
sharing with you.”

“You guys didn’t even open the licorice,
what’s up with that?” Damon asked, amazement in his voice as he
rifled through the offerings.

“It isn’t chocolate,” TJ answered.

“Ah.” He passed the bounty around the
room.

A few minutes later, even Jenna looked better
after the infusion of chocolate and sugar and she smiled her usual
Jenna smile before announcing, “Okay, now that Fred and TJ saved
the evening with chocolate...”

“Fred thought of it,” TJ corrected.

Jenna smiled at Fred, who grinned back at her.
“Now that Fred saved the day, let’s get started.”

“Yes, the sooner we finish this, the sooner we
can eat,” O’Malley said, but his eyes were on Jenna and they looked
hot.

Jenna flushed under his perusal and TJ
grinned, but his fiancée returned the look with one of her own.
TJ’s eyebrows rose as she watched them, happy for them, but maybe a
bit envious too. Not that she wanted to be married just to be
married, but her big rambling house should be filled with children,
and was only filled with... her.

Maybe she’d get a dog.

“Hello? TJ to Hershey, PA, please,” Fred
pestered and waved a large hand in her face. His gesture crashed
her back into reality.

She did the mature thing and stuck her tongue
out at him, but couldn’t help but grin at his goofy face. He had
arrived bearing an extra exuberant mood tonight, and the chocolate
fix would only exacerbate it.

“Hey, you two are on, let’s go,” her Aunt
Rachel bellowed and TJ raced to take her place beside Emmy. Whose
belly was slightly rounded now, barely, but a little, just enough
to show she was pregnant.

“Are you ready for this?” she asked, her
pretty, freckled face crinkled into an adorable smile.

“Yes. And may I say I’m relieved to be walking
down the aisle with another woman who has freckles?”

“I was just thinking that.” Emmy laughed.
“We’ve got to stick together.”

“Yes, we do.”

“I think we’re the only ones here with
freckles.” Emmy frowned, her eyes on the other Fields family
members in the room.

“No, my aunt, mom, and O’Malley also sport
them,” TJ corrected, looking at her family fondly.

“Oh, that’s true. The Fields family do
not have freckles,” Emmy commented dryly and TJ
chuckled.

“No, none of them do. Even Jenna’s cousin
Julia and her line don’t. It’s not fair,” TJ said, wanting to pout,
but knowing if Fred didn’t see it, O’Malley would, so either way
she’d get teased.

“Of course not, but we make up for our
freckles in other ways.” Emmy sent her a knowing look.

TJ laughed and noticed O’Malley, Fred, and
Damon scowling at them, and nudged Emmy. “Looks like the men are a
little worried.”

Emmy glanced in their direction and a naughty
grin spread across her face. “And they should be
afraid!”

“Yes, they should,” she agreed, and noticed
Fred’s eyebrow soar. She sent him her most innocent smile and saw
his lips twitch.

“Okay, loves, you’re to stand here,” Marion
Savage, Fred’s mother, said, consulting the index cards in her
hand. “When the music changes from this song to the next,” she
consulted another card, “then you start down the aisle.” She smiled
at each of them, patted TJ’s cheek, and sent them on their
way.

“I’d say she likes you,” Emmy murmured as they
progressed down the aisle.

“And that is significant how?”

“She’s a nice lady,” Emmy said, and TJ
wondered if she’d been about to say something else.

They glided to the front of the room and she
moved over to stand beside Fred as Jenna floated down the aisle on
her father’s arm. Fred bumped into her, on purpose. She bumped him
back. At least she didn’t mind Fred’s touch. Since a nasty incident
from her early teen years, she couldn’t bear to have a non-family
member male so much as brush against her.

The officiate cleared his throat and they both
paid attention. At least she did. She didn’t know about
Fred.

The magistrate, Jenna, and O’Malley settled on
the details and then the music started again and the
bride-and-groom-to-be turned and walked up the aisle together. TJ
had a sudden realization that she’d have to touch Fred. A strange
feeling she couldn’t quite identify unfurled inside her and caused
trouble. Like to her respiration. She had just strolled down
the aisle. Not run, so she shouldn’t be breathing so
hard.

Or feel like passing out was in her present.
That would be bad. Really bad. Beyond comprehension bad.
Swallowing, TJ darted a look at him and then her eyes skittered
away. She couldn’t act shy around him. He’d know something was up
and that would open up a discussion she had no intention of
conducting with him.

Before she could devise a plan, the time came
and she sucked in a deep breath, remembered how he bugged her and
then everything was okay. He offered his arm, and she took it, and
he poked her, and they were back to normal.

Thank goodness. The moment Fred started
looking like a hero was the minute she bailed.

Or so she told herself.

The rehearsal finally ended and they left the
hotel, piling into cars. TJ snagged what was left of the candy and
trailed after Fred. The air had turned cool, even though it was the
beginning of September. She shivered a bit in the evening air and
didn’t argue when Fred swept the door open for her.

“I hope the lasagna is done,” TJ said as her
empty stomach rumbled a warning. Her phone rang. “It’s my
dad.

“What? Oh, no, turn down the next
street, Dad. No don’t take that one. The next one and turn
left, not right. What? No! Silly, go left and then right,
and make a left into her driveway. Yes. Okay. Love you, too.” And
she laughed as she ended the call.

“Your dad needed directions again?” Fred asked
with a grin.

“Yes. He’s crazy.”

Fred slanted her a look she couldn’t define.
“What?” she asked suspiciously.

“You’re pretty close to your dad,” he
commented.

“Oh yeah, I’m definitely my daddy’s little
girl. Why?”

He shrugged. “Maybe I’m a little jealous. I
don’t remember my dad. It’s always just been Mom and me. And then
later, O,” he said, seriously, and she gaped at him. Fred usually
laughed and joked. She’d rarely seen him so serious.

Her heart twisted for him. “That couldn’t have
been easy, not knowing your father. I can’t imagine life without my
dad,” she admitted, hardly able to bear the thought of her father
not being a part of her life.

“My mom is great about telling me stories of
him. Any memory that comes to her mind, she’ll tell, no matter how
stupid. O used to like them, too,” Fred said as he drove with ease
and confidence.

“Imagine not having a parent at all.” TJ
chewed on her lip. Not pleasant imaginings.

“Yeah, I’ve thought of that. At least I had my
mom. O didn’t have either.”

“He does now, but it’s not the same. I’m just
really glad he had you and your mom growing up,” TJ
admitted.

“Why?” he asked, as they stopped at a
light.

“Because he had a home life, at least. I don’t
think he’d have managed well in foster care.”

“He didn’t. He hated it. If he stayed in
foster care, I don’t think he’d be a cop.” Fred signaled before he
took the next turn and then parked his vehicle along the
curb.

“What else would he be?” TJ asked,
startled.

Fred snorted. “A delinquent.”

***

With so much to think about, TJ was surprised
she enjoyed the rehearsal dinner as much as she did. The lasagna
was well received, and Emmy, ever the excellent chef, made a
wonderful crusty bread and superb salad to go with the pasta dish.
She also produced a splendid fruit tart and cheesecake for dessert.
Fred brought a variety of sodas, teas, and fruit juices, so they
had quite a repast. Jenna actually looked relaxed and eager, and
even O’Malley appeared happy.

She watched the pair with a mixture of good
cheer and envy. They had worked hard for their time together today,
and where they wanted to be tomorrow. Both had cut down on their
work hours. TJ was grateful for that, but also a bit leery as well.
Since she and O’Malley were closing in on the top guy of the
Organization, they needed all the time they were given. At least
they thought they were closing in on him. Things had been very
quiet in the past few months since they arrested the serial rapist
who they finally connected with the Organization.

A rapist who hadn’t cared about going to jail
for his crimes. But instead who feared “The Man” as he kept crying
over and over. He broke down to the point where he was currently
incarcerated in a mental institution, not prison, and showed no
signs of eventual release. He closed in on himself, more fearful of
this one individual than the whole bevy who awaited him in jail.
Prisoners didn’t like rapists. Since most of them had mothers,
sisters, wives, daughters, and/or girlfriends and also hated the
men who preyed on women. Therefore they meted out a rough justice
all their own.

The experimental drugs Brandan used on himself
and his victims may very well have been the reason why he folded.
The doctors who treated him still argued whether he might return to
his full capacity or not. TJ didn’t much care so long as he gave
them the answers they sought. She no longer cared about the rapist.
He was incarcerated and wouldn’t harm any more women. Now she
wanted his boss. A man who harmed far more people with his drug
organization than even Brandan had. She still hoped maybe they
could discover the man’s identity from the rapist.

O’Malley had declared in disgust that they
wouldn’t obtain answers from him and recommended they move on to
other sources. She agreed, sort of. Brandan knew who the big guy of
the Organization was. So far, he was the only lead they had. She
hated to give up on it. And with O’Malley leaving for his honeymoon
tomorrow night for the next two weeks, she ought to have the time
to follow that one source of information.

Sighing, she watched her partner and Jenna
snuggle together on the sofa, lost in themselves. They talked to
everyone, but seemed more interested in each other and the little
family unit they were creating. TJ knew she’d have no luck talking
to O’Malley about their case, and really she didn’t want to. This
was one of the most special times in his life, and she wasn’t about
to encroach by talking about work. Especially not after he had
finally reduced his work hours so he would have some home and
relationship time with Jenna.

“Tara Jean, we’re out of napkins,” Fred
intoned right behind her, making her jump.

“The name’s TJ, nerdboy,” she reminded
him.

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. I forgot.”

Yeah, like she believed that.

She rolled her eyes but followed him into
Jenna’s kitchen where she found the napkins. After a brief
assessment, TJ also realized they were running low on drinks, so
she hauled more in from the sunroom and tucked them into the
coolers.

***

Hurrying down the hall, TJ rounded the corner
and Fred’s temperature rose. She wore a long sapphire blue gown
with skinny straps and a matching long blue scarf around her neck
that trailed down to her flat stomach. Slender, elegant bare arms
and shoulders shone in the light from the wall sconces. He glanced
down at the matching blue cummerbund around his waist and tugged at
the bow tie. Only with extreme restraint did he silence the whistle
that threatened to permeate the air and took a tighter rein on his
hormones. At his age, he really should be able to handle himself
better. Gliding toward him, the sunlight gilded TJ’s upswept red
curls and made her pale green eyes shine with eerie lights. What an
amazingly beautiful woman.

“Yo, nerdboy, have you seen O’Malley?” And
spunky. Everything he liked in a woman.

“He’s getting changed. And may I say that you
look utterly dazzling today.” Acute admiration lit his
voice.

She didn’t comment unfortunately, but did roll
those strangely colored eyes while her lips twitched. He liked when
he managed to amuse her like this. The sparkle in her eyes always
made his heart beat a little faster. His best friend had the same
pale eyes, but on him they were ordinary. On her, they were
mysterious, alien, lovely. All TJ McCully.

She hurried off down the hall, her skirt
fanning out behind her, her feminine shoes tapping a delicate,
womanly staccato. He watched her until she turned another corner
and then glanced at the envelope in his hand.

Oh, yeah, he was supposed to take this to
Jenna. He meandered down the hall and then made his delivery,
personally handing it to the bride. Jenna also looked
breathtakingly gorgeous. But she didn’t move him quite the same
way. Of course, the obnoxious one would be the woman to attract
him. Not the sweet, ladylike, undemanding one. Oh no, that would be
too easy.

“Thank you, Fred.” Jenna smiled with genuine
warmth and he could see her bubbling happiness and
excitement.

“You’re beautiful, and welcome,” he replied
and kissed her cheek before he turned away and nearly ran TJ
over.

Reaching out, he managed to catch her before
he knocked her to the floor. “Uummphh.” She grabbed his arms to
steady herself. “Watch where you’re going.”

“And miss out on touching you? Nah,” he said,
just to rile her.

“TJ, is that you?” Emmy asked from somewhere
behind them before she could comment.

“Yes, how are you doing in here?” She edged
around him, releasing him in the process.

He blinked and watched the swish of her skirts
again as she entered the room he hadn’t been allowed inside. She
closed the door in his face. Not one rude, pithy comment. What was
this world coming to? When TJ McCully didn’t even have time to be
rude and obnoxious to him, it was a bad place to live
indeed.

With a shrug, he turned and decided to see if
O was freaking out yet. Maybe he could bug his best friend for a
while.

***

“You look gorgeous,” TJ said for what had to
be the fiftieth time, as she re-pinned a wisp of Jenna’s
hair.

“I just want him to be proud he’s marrying
me,” Jenna fretted and TJ laughed.

“Trust me, Jenna, the fact that any woman
loves him is amazing enough, much less you,” she assured her
friend.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’re intelligent, sweet, beautiful,
amazing, and you love Owen O’Malley, I mean, go figure,” TJ
answered with a shake of her head.

Emmy laughed and broke into their
conversation. “Your dad is here, Jenna. It’s show time.”

“Okay,” Jenna said in a really small
voice.

TJ sighed, shared a knowing look with Emmy and
they both grabbed Jenna in a death hug of love, affection, and
exasperation. They ambled to the doorway of the room where the
wedding was to take place, she and Emmy fussing around the
bride.

Jenna’s dad took her arm and said something to
her.

TJ linked her arm with Emmy’s, took a tighter
grip on her bouquet and then a deep breath. Her heart beat
erratically in her chest and she really hoped the cause was from
nervousness and not because in about a second she was going to be
traversing this rather long aisle to Fred Savage.

With his dark curly hair, sensuous lips,
amazing blue eyes, brown skin, and the cutest nose she’d ever seen,
he should have remained a part of her fantasy world. Of course, he
couldn’t possibly cooperate. Instead, the contrary man went out of
his way to make certain her life remained miserable. She only had
to endure today though, and then she wouldn’t have to see him
regularly. Thank goodness.

But the unsteady beat of her heart called her
a liar.

After a deep breath TJ exchanged smiles with
Emmy and they strolled down the aisle together. According to their
rehearsal last night, she and Emmy would separate once they reached
the last row of chairs. Emmy to stand next to her husband on the
bride’s side and she to stand beside the bane of her existence on
the groom’s.

O’Malley beamed, as much as was possible for
him. His eyes swept over them impatiently and she figured he only
lived to glimpse his bride. The man didn’t even hook a finger in
his collar and she saw no perspiration of angst or nervousness. He
didn’t sidestep or look furtively to the door behind him. Instead,
his eyes remained on the door to the place where Jenna should
appear with her father.

They reached the last row of chairs and she
and Emmy, finally happy to be at this point, hugged spontaneously,
which set off a murmur behind them. Grinning at O’Malley, who took
his eyes off the doorway long enough to return her smile, she
reached Fred’s side, sniffing and he handed her a tissue. She
muttered some form of thanks to him, dabbed her eyes and then
stuffed it down the bodice of her dress for future use. Fred’s
eyebrows winged into his hairline, but she missed the chance to dig
him with her elbow because the wedding march began.

Jenna and her father stood silhouetted in the
entrance. The bride truly looked breathtaking. Her hair was swept
up into a sophisticated style only Jenna could pull off while white
flowers added a pure splash against the darkness of her tresses.
Her dress was white and utterly simple, which made the gown all
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