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      Elise Beckett stepped through one of the elegant sets of French doors and out onto the wide wraparound veranda on the south side of Lodge Merlot—the event center for River Bend Winery and Vineyard—and into the warmth of a glorious April evening. Behind her, the building was lit up, decked out in its finery, and filled with humming conversation and flowing libations. She placed her glass of champagne on the railing and gazed out at the surrounding land with its row upon row of grapevines, now just silhouettes under the cover of twilight.

      The 1,200 acres of fertile farmland that the vineyard now occupied had been in Elise’s family for over a century, though the vineyard itself was only about 40 years old. With her degree in horticulture, and for more than a decade of that time, she’d helped to expand and shape the vineyard, caring for the original vines while adding the drought and disease-resistant hybrids which now flourished here.

      Pride swelled in her chest and emotion swamped her. Like her father before her—God rest his soul—she’d always felt a keen connection to the land and the river beyond. The vineyard sat along the banks of the Colorado that flowed through Delphine, Texas. The river then meandered lazily from there through the county seat of Bastrop followed by Smithville and a myriad of other towns as it flowed southeasterly before emptying into the Gulf of Mexico.

      River Bend was a big part of Delphine’s history, and the entire Beckett family was involved in its operation. While Elise got to play in the dirt on a daily basis, her mother, Laura, along with Elise’s older brother Ross, managed the operational and financial end of the business. Her younger sister, Madison, with her amazing creativity and attention to detail, was in charge of Lodge Merlot and all the fabulous events held there. And finally, her grandmother and matriarch of the Beckett family, Abigail DeVries—Miss Abby to just about everyone in the county—ran the Wine Barrel, the vineyards retail outlet.

      Yes, River Bend was definitely a family affair all the way around and would continue to be so going forward.

      They’d had lovely mid-April weather in the area for the last week or so with sunshine and delightfully cooler-than-normal temperatures in the upper seventies. Thankfully, the forecast showed more of the same for the next ten days. However, with summer right around the corner and the way the temps had been rising year after year, Elise was trying to enjoy the weather now and not worry about what may come in the next month or two and how that would affect the grapes.

      Earlier today, as the Thursday afternoon had started to wane, car after car began to arrive at the vineyard, slowly filling Lodge Merlot’s generous parking lot. By the time the big, golden orb had slipped over the horizon, the lodge had been filled to the brim with family and friends. This was the rehearsal dinner followed by a splashy party in anticipation of one of the biggest events of the season come Saturday: a Beckett family wedding.

      My wedding, Elise thought with a smile.

      She turned, and through the crystal-clear windows, her gaze swept over the full tables, the dance floor, her friends and loved ones, and finally, her fiancé. She still couldn’t quite believe that on Saturday she would be marrying Sheriff’s Deputy Jackson Landry right here on the vineyard.

      It would be an outdoor wedding, and most of the preparations for that part of the event were already in place. Madison had really outdone herself, writing everything down in her big binder, every detail meticulously noted. The chairs for the attendees on the generous lawn and the arbor that she and Jackson would be married under were all set. They would begin prepping Lodge Merlot with the tables for the reception and dinner afterward first thing in the morning, and the rest of the countless decorations would be completed over the next two days. It was going to be lovely—her dream wedding come true—and an event to remember.

      Jackson’s parents, Sharee and Victor Landry, were archaeologists and had arrived the previous evening from South America where they’d been working on a dig for several years. They’d been gone for large portions of Jackson’s early life, so Elise’s grandmother had practically raised him. Along with Ross and Madison, Jackson had been part of the family for as long as Elise could remember. He’d been Ross’ best friend—still was—and she’d always thought of him as another sibling… until she hadn’t.

      She didn’t know exactly when her feelings for Jackson had changed, but boy had they. Unfortunately, their timing had never been good in the past. While she’d been involved in one relationship or another, Jackson had been unattached. And visa-versa on quite a few occasions. Happily, over the last few years they’d finally found their stride and, after Saturday, they would start their life together as Mr. and Mrs. Jackson Landry.

      Mrs. Jackson Landry.

      The butterflies in her belly fluttered their wings at the thought, and she couldn’t keep the smile from her face.

      At the sound of the French doors opening at her back, her smile grew. She didn’t need to turn around to know that Jackson had come looking for her. She seemed to have a perfect radar for him lately and him for her.

      “Whatcha doin’ out here all by your lonesome, little lady?” he asked as he slipped an arm around her waist and pulled her back against his hard chest. “The party’s inside, and I have it on good authority that your fiancé is looking for you to bail him out of all the uncomfortable situations happening in there.”

      Leaning back, she sighed. “I know exactly what you mean. I just needed a breather from all the questions … and friendly advice. I tell ya, if one more well-meaning individual asks me when you and I are gonna start a family, I think I may have a meltdown.”

      His deep chuckle rumbled. “Yeah, you’ve got a point there. I got cornered by Elvira Hauser and her sister, Gladys, when I made the mistake of heading into the kitchen for another one of Ross’ hidden beers. And now that I think about it, I do believe that was one of their questions.” He sighed. “That there is a precious twenty minutes I will never get back.”

      Elise turned in his arms then and studied him. Jackson Landry was tall with a toned, athletic frame, a shock of sandy-brown hair, and dreamy deep-green eyes.

      Just yummy, she thought. “Well, I’m sure you handled the Hauser sisters with your usual charming ways and had them eating out of your hand with that handsome face and rugged allure,” she teased before sliding her arms around his waist.

      He gave her a lazy grin. “Well, o’course, darlin’. They’re both sweet on me, for sure. But then again, all the older ladies just drool over me, don’t ya know? They all love said rugged allure.”

      Elise laughed out loud. “Yeah, well, they aren’t the only ones, Deputy.”

      “Well now, I do like the sound of that.” He leaned in for a quick kiss.

      She took her time kissing him back before glancing over his shoulder to where she could see her brother in deep conversation with his wife at their table. And Caroline didn’t look too happy.

      “What’s up with Ross and Caro?” she asked with a frown. “He’d better not cause a scene or make her mad. I’ll have no choice but to whoop his butt in front of everyone.”

      “Too late for that, bruiser. I think you may have to get in line. After my twenty minutes with the Hauser ladies in the kitchen, I got back to the table to find him griping about how the evening was dragging on.”

      “I beg your pardon? There is a full blown party going on all around him in there.”

      Jackson chuckled. “Don’t I know it. In any case, he seemed to think that I had some control over the event and complained that rehearsal dinners were a big waste of time and money.”

      “Please don’t tell me that Caro heard that. As I recall, their rehearsal dinner was a spectacular event held right here at the Lodge a little over a decade ago,” she replied, watching the two through the window. “I mean, I love my brother, but if she kills him at our rehearsal dinner, I will testify on her behalf at the trial.”

      “That would be why I’m out here with my beautiful fiancé and not in there where the smoke was beginning to billow. I tried to tell him that this rehearsal dinner wasn’t really for us. That it was a time-honored tradition and money well spent.”

      She tilted her head and studied him. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, El, come on. While Saturday is absolutely all about you and me, I’m of a mind that tonight is more like giving a select slice of family and friends a sneak peek at the coming event. Kind of a tease like a movie trailer. They get a preview as we walk it though.” He nodded toward the party in full swing inside. “Then they get a nice meal and party to boot. Plus, it puts ’em all in a good mood for the main event on Saturday.” He winked at her. “Know what I mean?”

      She giggled and shook her head at his logic then leaned in to kiss his cheek. Really, he was just too adorable. And smart as a whip. “And tell me, Deputy, how did my idiot brother take that explanation?”

      “Oh, he was having none of it.” Jackson smirked. “He didn’t even notice when Caro walked up behind him as he was pontificatin’ on the whole thing. I tell ya, that boy never seems to learn. Caro can be quite stealthy, you know.”

      “Well, sounds like you did all you could by trying to talk some sense into him. Sometimes I just don’t understand what my sister-in-law was thinking when she married him. It’s just baffling to me.” She glanced back through the window again where Caroline was now poking her finger into Ross’ chest— a bad sign— as he was obviously trying to pacify her. “Still, you think we should go in there and rescue him? Or maybe at least separate ’em.”

      Jackson took a quick look over his shoulder then shook his head. “Nah, let’s just give it a few more minutes. Caro will have him jerked up straight in a bit.”

      With a sigh, Elise turned and picked up her glass of champagne from the railing. Taking a sip, she gave him a sideways glance as he stepped to the railing next to her. “So, what do you have left to do tomorrow?”

      He shook his head. “Not much. About all I have left on my list is to show up out here on Saturday and say ‘I do’, darlin’. Got the tickets for our flight to Napa Valley and then on to the Great Pacific Northwest via train ready to go. The rental car and hotel reservations are confirmed as well. All we have to do is get ourselves to Austin-Bergstrom airport on Sunday morning.”

      “Wait. Are you all packed?” she asked in shock as she stared at him over the rim of her glass.

      “Well, mostly. I suspect there will probably be a few odds and ends pop up that I’ll need to add between now and go time. How about you?”

      Elise gave him a pained look. “You know how I hate packing, Jax. And to make matters worse, Maddy is already finished with her packing.”

      Jackson frowned. “Maddy?”

      It was a bit unconventional, but Madison, along with Elise’s best friend and bridesmaid, C.C. Duncan, bridesmaid Tina Babcock, as well as Tina’s significant other and Jackson’s deputy partner, Jim Stockton, were all joining them in the northwest in ten days. Miranda Rollins—who had more money than she’d ever spend in her lifetime, thanks to her late husband’s investments—was footing the bill for the entire group to accompany her as she checked out the vineyard that he’d purchased a controlling interest in before he’d died.

      Elise huffed out a breath. “Yes, Jax, Maddy. Have you forgotten about the group meeting up with us? Miranda, Madison, C.C., and Tina, as well as your partner, Jim?”

      He gave a beleaguered sigh. “No, El, I haven’t forgotten about them. Believe it or not, I still do have most of my mental faculties in place even after living through this whole wedding hullabaloo. I just don’t get why Maddy’s already packed and ready to go. I mean, they’re not meetin’ up with us for another two weeks.”

      She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was under the impression that you’d met my sister Madison.”

      “Okay, okay, don’t be a smart-ass. I guess after all these years I’m still baffled by the differences between the two of you, is all.”

      “Differences between us? Is that some kind of dig?”

      Jackson laughed and pulled her into his arms. “Nope, just a statement of facts. You each have your own unique gifts and odd quirks, which I might add, makes you both adorable.”

      Elise probably would have taken umbrage at his comment but for that last bit. Still, she narrowed her eyes at him for good measure. “All right. Nice save, buddy.” After a moment, she frowned. “Jax, you don’t mind that we’re meeting up with them on our honeymoon, do you?”

      “Me? No, darlin’. We’re gonna have two full weeks in Napa jam-packed with romance, wine tasting, good food, and so much more.” He wiggled his eyebrows and leered at her.

      “Very funny.”

      “Spoil Sport. Anyway, spending another week with friends for more fun and frivolity is fine by me.”

      “Fun and frivolity? Right.” She gave him a speculative look. “But you don’t mind all the wine stuff? I mean, our lives kind of revolve around River Bend here already.”

      “Nope. I’m actually looking forward to our two weeks in wine country, especially checking out that famous Napa Wine Train and the castle winery tour thing we’ve signed up for.”

      “Me too. I’m also excited to visit Miranda’s Bella Luna winery in Oregon as well. It’s a small vineyard, but the winery is a castle similar to the one in Napa built with stone shipped over from Italy.” She shook her head. “I don’t think she’s even been there yet, but it sounds like she and one of the other shareholders have gotten off to a rocky long-distance start. So, in true Miranda style, I guess she’s going to make herself known in person, being the majority shareholder and all.”

      Jackson grinned. “Well, that ought to be fun to watch. Miranda is anything but subtle, but then again, she can be pretty charming when she wants to be. She’ll probably have them wrapped around her little finger before it’s all said and done.”

      “Probably, knowing Miranda. Anyway, the vineyard is only a little over an hour from Pelican Point on the coast where David and RJ have taken over David’s aunt’s theater company. It will be nice to have a visit with them in a pleasant environment after the death and mayhem at the Delphine Opera House a few years ago. The murder mystery the two had put together for the restoration debut would have been spectacular without the whole ‘real murder’ thing on opening night.”

      David Marchant and his partner RJ Taylor had moved to the Oregon coast to take over David’s aunt’s theater company right after the whole murder debacle at the newly remodeled historic Opera House in downtown Delphine. The murder had happened on stage in front of a full house on opening night. The two men had already planned their move to Pelican Point long before that terrible night, but it had left a sad mark on what would have been a lovely end to their time in Delphine. Still, Elise was looking forward to seeing them again.

      “Yeah, that show got off to an interesting start but ended pretty abruptly, I will say that,” Jackson agreed. “After that investigation, I’m good with no death and mayhem for a while. Plus, I don’t even want to think about how that could have ended, as I’m not keen on losing you anytime soon. And that there was too close for my comfort.”

      “Absolutely. I’m with you on that. It was way too close.”

      Shaking off the murder vibe and the uncomfortable memories, Elise sought to lighten the mood. “Seems like Sharee and Victor are doing well and don’t look any worse for wear after traveling all the way from South America and getting in late last night. I would be wiped out traveling that far the night before an event like this, but they both look unfazed.”

      Jackson looked through the windows to the dance floor where his dad was dancing with Miss Abby and his mother was cutting the rug with Neil Paige, the vineyard’s foreman and Laura Beckett’s not-so-secret beau. “Yeah, living the outdoor life in remote areas of the planet and diggin’ in the dirt seems to work for them.”

      She could hear the touch of sadness in his voice, feel his longing for the parents that were always gone. “You know they love you very much, right, Jax?”

      “Oh, I know, El. They love me as much as they’re able to love anything other than the next dig, and I’m glad they could take time to be here. I’m fond of them as well, in my own way, but let’s be honest here, Sharee and Victor Landry should never have had a child. I think they just figured that out a bit too late.”

      “Jax— ”

      “No, El, don’t give me those sorrowful eyes. It’s true and you know it. I came to accept that fact a long time ago. Miss Abby raised me out here on this vineyard with y’all. That’s just plain fact. And I thank the Big Guy upstairs for her every single day.”

      “I love you, Jackson Landry,” Elise murmured with misty eyes. “We’ve always been your family, and come Saturday, it’s you and me, love.”

      “And that’s enough for me, darlin’.”

      Just as he leaned in for another kiss, the second set of French doors farther down the veranda opened and Miranda Rollins stepped out, cell phone to her ear. And it was obvious that the woman was fighting mad. Elise and Jackson couldn’t help but hear her angry words from where they stood in the shadows twenty-five feet away. Whether Miranda knew they were there or not, or just didn’t care who overheard, she fired off her words in sharp, no uncertain terms.

      “Now you listen to me, you ugly little man. You don’t know me or anything about me, but I will tell you this. Insulting my intelligence or disparaging my late husband will get you nothing but trouble. I have already made my position on this topic well known over the last few weeks, and I haven’t changed my mind.”

      With wide eyes, Elise held her breath as she and Jackson listened to Miranda’s side of the heated conversation.

      “Really?” Miranda asked with sarcasm and a raised eyebrow before laughing out loud. “Oh, sweetie, you really have no idea who you’re talking to, do you? You may think you can sucker the other two owners into selling to you for a pittance but you’re wrong. I’ve already spoken to both of them, and that’s never going to happen for you. Besides, even if you could somehow talk them into taking your pathetic offer, you do realize that it would do you no good, correct? I own controlling interest in Bella Luna, and even with their shares, you would still fall woefully short.”

      Something must have caught the woman’s attention as she listened to the man on the other end of the line because she turned slightly and her eyes widen for an instant when she saw Elise and Jackson. Then, with a heavy sigh, she went back to her conversation.

      “Look, you can bluster all you want, but I’m pretty sure my attorney made the situation crystal clear to you. I will not allow you to tear Bella Luna apart no matter what you say. I’m going to be there in two weeks’ time, and if you go against my wishes, if you do anything in the meantime, trust me when I say that you will regret it with every fiber of your being. I will do whatever I have to do to take you down. Do you understand me?” Miranda shook her head and smiled. “No, that’s not a threat, you idiot. That’s a promise.”

      With that, she ended the call and turned to Elise and Jackson with a pained look. “Sorry you two had to hear that.”

      “Is everything okay, Miranda?” Elise asked.

      Miranda laughed out loud. “Did it sound okay, El?” Before Elise could respond, the woman waved a hand in the air and shook her head. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that. Thanks for the concern, but it’s nothing I can’t handle, and my attorney is already on it.”

      “More problems at Bella Luna?”

      Miranda nodded and her brandy-colored eyes sparked with her anger. “That man is the most underhanded little pissant that I’ve come across in quite a while. He wants to buy out everyone on the cheap, break up the vineyard, and sell the land for a huge price. Like we wouldn’t see what he was doing. So stupid. Anyway, it’s not going to happen, and I will make sure of that one way or another. Everything’s gonna be fine by the time y’all get there. Promise.” Looking around, she ran a hand through her honey-blonde hair. “Well, I think I deserve another glass of River Bend’s fine champagne. I’ll see y’all back inside.”

      Elise watched her friend head back into the building before turning to Jackson. “Well, that was uncomfortable.”

      Jackson chuckled. “That’s a bit of an understatement, pal.”

      “I hope she can smooth it all out. I was looking forward to seeing Bella Luna but not if it’s going to be in turmoil.”

      Jackson tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and smiled. “Let’s not borrow trouble, okay? We’re getting’ hitched in two days’ time. How about we just bask in the pre-wedding glory for now.”

      Elise giggled. “The ‘pre-wedding glory?’ Boy, you really are in a mood, Deputy Landry.”

      “I am feeling quite festive, darlin’,” he replied as he leaned in for another kiss.

      In the next moment, the French doors at their backs blew open and Ross’ voice boomed across the veranda at them, “There you two are. What the hell are you doing out here? You’re gonna have plenty of time for that mushy crap over the next few weeks while we’re all here slavin’ away. Get your butts in here. Gram wants to say a few words.”

      Elise turned to Jackson as her brother went back to the party. “I’ve said it before and I will say it again. My sister-in-law is such a lucky woman,” she said tongue-in-cheek.

      Jackson rolled his eyes. “Guess we’d better get a move on before he has a meltdown. Plus, we don’t want to keep Miss Abby waiting.”

      He held out his arm, and as she took it, they strolled back into the lights and sound of the party. But though she tried, Elise couldn’t get Miranda’s ominous words out of her head.

      I will do whatever I have to do to take you down.
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      “Ouch! For the love of mud, Wanda. Careful with those pins, okay?” Elise winced. “I’d like to get through this day without having to call for a medic or stem the flow of blood from a head wound. I’m wearing white today, you know.”

      “Sorry, Elise.” Holding out her hands, Wanda Haverty laughed and shook her head. “Would you look at that? My hands are shaking so bad that you’d think I was the one tying the knot in the next forty-five minutes or so, and not you.”

      “It’s okay. Trust me. I’m right there with you.” Elise laughed along with the hairdresser. “You’ve done a beautiful job. It’s perfect. Really.”

      She watched in the mirror as Wanda put the finishing touch, and hopefully, the last bobby pin into place in the elegant chignon she’d created for Elise’s wedding day.

      Her wedding day.

      The very thought just about robbed her of breath and had her pulse picking up speed.

      The morning had begun with a non-stop flood of activity that, at a quarter after one, showed little sign of slowing until the two o’clock festivities concluded and the reception began. She was starting to worry that she wouldn’t be able to catch a normal breath and relax until then. Looking in the vanity mirror, her eyes strayed to her wedding dress and veil hanging on the armoire door behind her.

      The sleeveless, trumpet-style dress with its lace-edged court train had a square neckline and lace back with a zipper hidden by lovely satin-covered buttons down the back to the waist. The matching lace veil would be the last touch put in place with a comb, covering the exquisite chignon that Wanda had just finished. The veil was long and would trail to the floor behind her.

      Staring at the veil, her heart began to pound. She felt her nervousness start to grow, but before her mind could get really amped up and go any further down the anxiety rabbit hole, her sister entered the bedroom, a striking vision in ice-blue chiffon. The bridesmaid’s trumpet-style, floor-length gown held a similar silhouette to Elise’s wedding dress and complemented Madison’s dark blond hair and cornflower blue eyes perfectly. The sleek, backless gown with its crisscrossing spaghetti straps, boned bodice, and leg slit from knee to ankle on one side was both simple and elegant. The nosegays that the three bridesmaids would carry also reflected Elise’s cascading bouquet with its lavender roses, white lilies, pale blue delphiniums, and baby’s breath. The color scheme was carried throughout the wedding party, the table decorations for the reception, and the arbor for the ceremony.

      “So, everything is set and looks amazing down at the Lodge. I’m telling y’all, that wedding cake is a work of art. Cheryl Taylor is a genius. The caterer arrived about an hour ago and is already set up and ready to go. We’re right on schedule,” Madison told her in a voice that was cool as a spring breeze as she crossed to where Elise sat at the vanity to inspect Wanda’s handiwork. “The wedding guests have started to arrive and the parking lot is halfway full already.” She frowned at Elise and then raised an eyebrow. “Why are you grinning at me like that?”

      Elise reached for her sister’s hand and blinked back her misty sentiment. “You are the genius. There are a gazillion moving parts to this thing. I don’t know how you’ve pulled it all together. And you look so beautiful, Maddy. It just fills me with joy, that’s all.”

      Madison squeezed her hand briefly before rolling her eyes. “Have you gotten into the champagne early? Let’s not get too gooey yet, okay? I’ve just spent an hour on my makeup, and you can’t ruin yours before the ceremony.” She cleared the emotion from her throat and turned to the hairdresser with a thumbs up and a nod of approval. “That chignon is spot on, Wanda. Really lovely work.”

      “Thanks, Madison. I just told Elise that I think I’m more nervous than she is.”

      “Not possible,” Elise replied. “I’m just really good at internalizing.”

      “Internalizing what?” Laura Beckett asked as she entered the room followed by Miss Abby, C.C., and Tina.

      “Only my terror,” Elise said with a laugh.

      “Oh, pooh,” her grandmother replied with a wave of her hand. She leaned down and hugged Elise from behind, meeting her gaze in the vanity mirror. “You and Jax were made for each other, little girl. So, you just let go of any anxiety you may have about this day. Nothing but joy today. You hear me?”

      Elise blinked back tears that threatened again. She really had to get a grip. “Yes, ma’am. I love you, Gram.”

      “Ditto, moon pie. Now, come on, let’s get you into that beautiful dress. We’re on the countdown. We’ve got a little over half an hour until showtime, and we’re sticking to the schedule.”

      As Elise stood, Laura pulled her into her arms and spoke quietly into her ear. “I’m so proud of you and Jax, sweetheart.” Then she leaned back and cupped Elise’s cheek. “And I know that your daddy is looking down from heaven right now and beaming with joy for the both of you.”

      Elise cleared her throat. “Thanks, Mom.”

      “Okay, okay, save the waterworks for the main event. Let’s get a move on,” Miss Abby prodded. “Times a’wastin’.”

      Laura frowned. “Geez, Mom, take a breath. The wedding can’t start without the bride, and I reserve my right to say my piece before we walk my girl down that aisle.”

      “Fine, fine. Whatever. Just make it snappy.”

      Laura grinned at Elise and shook her head. “That said, let’s get you into that dress. Neil has the open horse-drawn carriage ready and waiting out front.”

      “Ross will text me when everyone’s seated and he, Jax, Jim, and Wes are about to take their places,” Madison added. “We’ll head down then.”

      Between her mom and grandmother, they helped Elise into the stunning gown. Madison zipped it up the back and helped C.C and Tina to fluff and smooth out the train of the skirt. As Elise turned toward the mirror, her breath caught at the vision she saw there.

      Laura stood back with Miss Abby and put a hand over her heart. “Oh, my beautiful girl, you are going to take Jackson’s breath away the minute he sets eyes on you.”

      Miss Abby took out her lace handkerchief and dabbed at her own eyes. “I can’t wait for that boy to see you, darlin’, to watch him take your hand.”

      “Okay, now y’all have to stop that right this minute,” Madison said. “Or we’re never going to make it. We’ll all have a meltdown right here and now.”

      Laura took a deep breath and slowly let it out with a nod. “You’re absolutely right, Maddy. I’m counting on you to keep us on schedule. We’ll just have to suck it up.” She addressed Elise as she turned to them. “So, let’s go down the checklist, El. Something old, something new, something borrowed, something blue. All covered?”

      Elise nodded. “Yes, ma’am. I’ve got a blue garter as well as blue flowers in my bouquet. The garter is also new, so two birds, one stone. Gram gave me a beautiful lace handkerchief to borrow for the day, and you gave me the lovely antique necklace I’m wearing as a wedding gift. So, I think we’ve got it all covered.”

      “Excellent.”

      About that time, Madison’s phone chimed. “It’s Ross,” she confirmed, looking at the incoming text. “He says that the last of the guests are being seated now. Pastor Miller will address the congregation, and then she’ll give Jax and the groomsmen the sign to get into place. So, we should get going.”

      Elise again tried to catch her breath as Wanda finished attaching her veil and C.C. handed her the spectacular cascading bouquet, but her pulse raced and she couldn’t quite settle her nerves. In a flurry, they headed downstairs and out the front door to where Neil stood waiting and ready to help them all into the carriage.

      Then they were on the move again. She didn’t know if it was the gentle sway of the carriage, the soothing clip-clop of the horses’ hooves on the driveway, or the excited chatter of her bridesmaids, but she gradually felt a sense of calm begin to settle over her. By the time the horse came to a halt down the driveway at Lodge Merlot and they’d all stepped down out of the carriage, her nerves had finally steadied a bit.

      As Madison’s phone chimed again, she looked up with a smile when they heard the beginning strains of Pachelbel’s Cannon in D major. “That’s our cue.” She gave Elise a quick hug. “See you on the other side, Sis.”

      From her vantage point on the walkway at the side of the Lodge, Elise watched her bridesmaids turn the corner one by one and begin their walk down the long, grassy aisle. After a few moments, Pachelbel slowly diminished and the chords changed to the traditional Wedding March.

      “Ready?” Laura asked quietly.

      “I am,” she replied with a nod. With her mother on one side and her grandmother on the other, they followed the bridesmaids around the corner and began their walk toward the arbor where Jackson waited, tall and handsome. As the smile spread across his face and their eyes met, every fear, every bit of anxiety she’d had up to this point simply vanished like so much mist. A sense of rightness settled over her and, as they neared, she smiled back at him, incredible joy blossoming in her chest.

      When they reached the arbor, both her mother and grandmother kissed her on each cheek, and Jackson took her hand as she stepped up next to him.

      “Hey, pal,” he murmured. “You ready for this?”

      “Hey, yourself,” she answered. “I’m absolutely ready.”

      And then Pastor Miller began, “Dearly beloved … ”

      It was mostly a traditional ceremony until they got to the vows.

      At that point, Pastor Miller gave them both a radiant smile. “I understand y’all have written your own vows,” she said. “Jackson, would you please begin?”

      Elise handed Madison her bouquet and turned to face Jackson as he cleared his throat, took her hands in his, and looked deep into her eyes.

      “Elise Brianna Beckett, we’ve known each other since we were kids. I’m not sure why it took me so long to realize that I’ve loved you for most of that time, but I guess everything happens when it’s supposed to. What I do know for certain is that going forward, no matter what life throws at us, my love for you will only strengthen, because I’m gonna love you for the rest of my life, darlin’. We’ve laughed together, fought together. You challenge me, frustrate me, make me laugh, and give me comfort. You constantly surprise me, and I’ve found that I need you beside me like I need my next breath.” He turned and took her wedding ring from Ross. Sliding it onto her finger, his bright green eyes sparkled. “So, here in front of family and friends, with this ring I entrust you with my heart and vow to safeguard yours with all that I possess. I promise fidelity and devotion to honor and cherish you for all the days I’m given.”

      Elise felt a rush of tears rise but blinked them back as best she could before taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly. “Jackson Christopher Landry, I feel deep down that you’ve been a part of my life forever. We’ve had our triumphs and our struggles, we’ve fought and made up, we’ve given each other comfort when needed, space when required. I believe a soulmate is someone who has the keys to your locks. You have the key to make me calm when I'm anxious. Motivated, when I am uninspired. Passionate, when I am downcast. You have the keys that make me a better person in every way. You unlock every aspect of me that’s good. You are all that I need, and I love you with every fiber of my being.”

      She turned and took his wedding band from Madison. Sliding it onto his finger, she beamed up at him with all the love in her heart. “So, here in front of family and friends, with this ring I entrust you with my heart and vow to safeguard yours with all that I possess. I promise fidelity and devotion to honor and cherish you for all the days I’m given.”

      As they stood gazing at each other with all the emotions running through them, Pastor Miller laid her hand over their clasped hands, raising the other into the air in blessing. “And now, by the power vested in me, it is my honor and delight to declare you married. Go forth on your journey together and live each day to the fullest. You may seal this declaration with a kiss.”

      Grinning from ear to ear, Jackson pulled her into his arms and kissed her good and proper to the hoots and hollers of the congregation.

      And the celebration commenced…

      
      Elise surfaced slowly the next morning, as she always did, and flung a hand out to Jackson’s side of the bed. Her eyes popped open when she found his side empty. Of course, Jackson was usually up at the crack of dawn, and she was definitely not an early riser, but on their first morning as a married couple, she would have preferred to wake up with him next to her. Even Chunk, her sixteen pound Snowshoe Siamese was nowhere to be seen, though that was no surprise. The persnickety feline had always been partial to Jackson, for sure. However, since moving into Jackson’s sprawling ranch-style home on the outskirts of Delphine less than a month ago— now their home— Chunk had acclimated at the speed of sound and taken to constantly following Jackson around when he was home. Chunk was fickle that way.

      The wedding reception and dinner had raged on for close to four hours after the ceremony, and it was almost seven p.m. by the time the last of the guests had driven away. The immediate family had adjourned to the manor house for a couple hours to wind down and spend the last of the evening together while the cleaning crew began the process of setting the Lodge to rights for the next engagement. Still, she and Jackson had gotten back to the house just after ten, putting all the wedding gifts into the spare room for opening when they returned from their honeymoon. Elise made sure that door was closed good and tight. She wasn’t about to have Chunk getting into their wedding gifts, which he would absolutely do, given an opportunity.

      Today, they would go back to the vineyard for a family brunch at eleven o’clock before getting ready to head to the airport for their flight to California later in the afternoon.

      Casting an eyeball at the clock on the bedstand—at just after eight, and earlier than she’d expected—she finally dragged herself out of bed, threw on a robe, and went looking for her two guys. She found them both in the living room. Jackson was lounging on the sofa with the Sunday newspaper and a cup of coffee in hand while Chunk was snuggled up close and pawing at said newspaper every so often to get Jackson’s attention.

      She stood watching from the doorway for a moment with a smile on her face before Jackson finally looked up.

      “Well, are you just gonna stand there grinning at us? Or are you gonna get your morning cola and join us on the sofa?” he asked with a wink. “Chunk has been wondering where you were.”

      “Ha! Now, that’s a crock.” She pointed to the lazy fat-cat and shook her head. “That big tub of lard has preferred you right from the start, but now that we’re living here with you, I don’t think I even exist for him anymore.”

      “Oh, come on. That’s not true. Just depends on who’s filling the food dish, that’s all.”

      Elise slapped a hand on her hip. “Is that a swipe at me for not being a morning person? Because he was fine and dandy with having his breakfast mid-morning when we lived at the apartment. That he gets up with you before the sun has even approached the horizon, just goes to show how fickle he is and how low he’ll stoop for a full dish.”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Jackson said, putting up a hand. “Take it down a notch, darlin’. That was just a statement of fact, not an accusation of any kind. It also was an acknowledgement of your last sentence, because I am well aware of his propensity for manipulation. He and I have had that conversation.”

      Chunk had been watching their exchange like a tennis spectator, but at Jackson’s last comment—as if he understood exactly what was being said—he gave them both a bored look. Jumping down from the sofa, he crossed to his papasan chair, nestled in on the seat with his back to them, and began to bathe.

      “Now, see what you’ve done?” Jackson asked with a sad look. “You’ve hurt the poor boy’s feelings.”

      “Yeah, like he’s got any feelings to hurt.”

      With a chuckle, Jackson shook his head. “Did you talk to your mom about taking care of him while we’re gone?”

      “I did. She’s going to come over every couple of days to check on him, scoop his boxes, make sure that he has food and water. Lord knows, I would never ask Ross to do it. We’d have an emaciated fur-baby living in squalor by the time we came home.”

      “Probably an accurate assessment.”

      After retrieving a cold diet cola from the refrigerator, Elise joined him on the sofa. “So, since we’re going directly to the airport after brunch, what all do we have to do before heading over to the vineyard?”

      Jackson folded the newspaper and set it aside. “Nothing for the trip. I’ve already loaded our bags into the rig. Ross is gonna go with us to the airport. He’ll drop us off and then leave my truck at the vineyard so we won’t have to pay for parking while we’re gone.”

      “That’s convenient. But what if I find something else that I wanna pack?”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “Sugar, I’m not sure there’s anything left in this house for you to pack, so I’m not all that worried about it. You could barely get the roller bag zipped, remember? I have visions of buying you a whole new wardrobe
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