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Chapter 1

They hovered over the familiar woman in the
wedding dress. She looked terrified, and on the day that she should
be at her happiest.

“You are getting a chance most do not get.
You understand that, right?” Zelina asked.

He meekly nodded at her. Her brown eyes
narrowed, piercing his soul. She clearly didn’t like him—not that
he blamed her.

“Good. We are clear. You give Rachael her
happy ending. Then you can move on and let go of some of
that bad you did.” Zelina pursed her lips tightly together.

Her pale silver gown flowed around her like
an ocean wave ebbing in and out. He never understood how angels’
clothes did that yet, at the same time, kept their form enough to
cover them modestly.

“I understand, and I’m grateful I’ve been
given this second chance. I won’t let you, or Rachael, down. I’ll
do whatever it takes to make it happen,” he replied, more
confidently than he felt.

Although it confused him that he was being
given this chance, he’d never question this angel. He certainly
didn’t deserve it and hadn’t had a moment’s peace since his death.
Everything he’d done flashed before him—over and over. He was
relieved to have a break from it and a chance to finally do some
good, but he was merely a ghost—a soul, or a man without a body.
What could he do to take away that expression on Rachael’s
face?

“Yes, it is a break from your much-earned
reflections.” Zelina crossed her arms, obviously irritated at
him.

He felt his face redden as he nodded back at
her. In this form he felt all the physical and emotional reactions
he had when he was alive, but stronger. He needed to remember that
angels always knew what he was thinking. He had no privacy now.

“I had to watch Rachael make some bad
mistakes. I will not do this again; this is too important. You must
figure out how to fix this and make your atonement. You know the
rules. If I see you doing any harm, I will send you back. This is
your only chance to do some good. I will be watching if you
need some guidance, but I think you will figure it out,” Zelina
finished, suddenly seeming taller to him.

Her black hair glowed as she put her hands on
her hips with her wings fully extended. He never tired of seeing
the shimmering, feathered wings that reminded him of a peacock
tail. They were beautiful. Under all that splendor, he knew, there
was a ferociousness akin to a bear protecting her young. Rachael
was her cub.

When her wings were tucked behind her,
unseen, Zelina seemed perfectly ordinary. She could walk among the
humans unnoticed. She turned her gaze on him again and scowled. She
oversaw people like him—the tough cases. He sighed. Zelina
responded to his sigh with a smirk. On Earth that look would have
infuriated him, coming from a woman. Now it scared him.

A sudden chill ran through him. “Is someone
else here?” he asked.

“It is not a someone; it is more of a thing,
and it is what you are up against. It has no conscience, unlike
even someone like you; your conscience peeked out after your reign
of terror. This thing has no empathy, no love—only hate. I cannot
hear what it thinks. It is the purest form of evil and is called an
evildwel. This one has consumed its human—even in death. You
had one in control of you, but a part of you remained. Death might
have saved you, or you might have fought it off someday. I do not
know things like that. What I do know is that this evildwel means
Rachael harm. Be careful, and do not disappoint me,” Zelina warned,
and then she vanished.

In the corner of the room, there was no form
for him to make out, only thick, dark mist. Did the evildwel know
he was there? He suddenly wished Zelina hadn’t left him. He was
afraid, yet he was going to do what Zelina requested—not because he
had no choice, but because he had a lot of things to make up for.
It was time to get to work.


Chapter 2

Rachael’s detachment from the image in the
mirror smoothing the satin, off-white wedding gown puzzled her.
After all, this was the same scalloped three-quarter dress, showing
off her newly trim waist, that she’d pictured herself in after
seeing it on a Bridal magazine cover over twenty years ago.
Frowning, Rachael adjusted the tiny yellow roses and baby’s breath
in her Gibson-styled, lightened auburn hair with her set of pink,
acrylic nails.

“Not bad for age thirty-seven and three
kids,” Rachael tried to reassure the pale image in the mirror.

It didn’t work. The urge to rip off the dress
and fake nails and make a dash out the back door was even stronger
now.

“Why?” Rachael asked the woman staring back
at her in the mirror, unaware of her unseen visitors.

Rachael couldn’t have asked for a more
perfect day. The weather, the gazebo Tony had built for their
ceremony, the dress that her mother had spent hours making for
her—everything in her life had finally fallen into place. It was
perfect. Maybe this was just a very delayed reaction to her first
wedding. That was when the strong urge to run out the back door
would have come in handy. But if she’d done that, her kids wouldn’t
be here. Besides, Rachael couldn’t compare this June morning to
that snowy December day nineteen years ago when she’d stood holding
a stale bouquet of faded satin flowers at some nameless chapel in
Reno.

Rachael sighed and felt a chill shoot through
her, even though the room was over 75 degrees. Stress, she
concluded. Careful not to wrinkle her satin dress, she sat in the
old maple rocking chair and pulled the handmade pink comforter over
her. The comforter had been made by Tony’s mother, Nora. She raised
Tony alone after his father, Wayne Battaglia, died in a horrible
car crash when Tony was barely a year old. Tony knew very little
about his father, and his mother had never talked about him to her
son. Tony was convinced this was due to grief and never pressed for
information. Rachael thought his mother’s response, not to tell a
son about his father, was strange. One thing Rachael was positive
about was that Nora had done a fantastic job raising Tony into the
man he was.

Unlike her first mother-in-law, who’d raised
(well, at least given birth to) Ed. Tammy kept food on the table
and a roof over his head by helping make meth in a lab next door to
their trailer. When she finally walked away from that addiction,
she turned to others: drinking and pain pills. Tammy always had a
man in her life. Some of them helped raise Ed; others didn’t. Ed
hadn’t been sure if one of them was his father. He wasn’t sure if
his mother knew, either.

After Rachael gave birth to their first son,
Eddie, Tammy had confided to her in an emotionless tone, “Al, this
man I was seeing, fooled around with little Ed, if you know what I
mean. I think he was eight or something like that. I didn’t stand
for that crap. I kicked Al right out on his ass, I did. I’m glad Ed
grew up to like women. Never know which way they’ll go after that.
You keep an eye on little Eddie Jr., here, so you can have
grandkids someday too,” Tammy added with a nod, as though she had
imparted some heavy wisdom to Rachael. Tammy then brushed her
frizzy, bottle-blond hair out of her face and took a long drink
from her vodka-scented orange juice.

Rachael had been horrified and tried to talk
to Ed about it. He’d refused and made sure his mother knew to never
bring that subject up again. Rachael understood he had good reason
to be angry. What she didn’t understand was why it was directed at
her and not at the people who’d hurt him. The one good thing Tammy
had done for Rachael and her kids was to stay out of their lives
after the divorce. Tammy had even left the planning of her only
child’s funeral in Rachael’s hands. Rachael had been shocked when
her ex-mother-in-law didn’t even attend Ed’s funeral because it
fell during happy hour.

The motherly rhythm of the rocking chair
wasn’t easing Rachael’s anxiety. The turmoil she had thought she
was rid of when she signed the divorce papers still haunted her.
After Ed’s funeral a couple of years ago, she thought she had
finally found closure—guess not. Images from those dark days
slammed at her like Ed’s fist used to do when he drank too
much.

The most predominant image was falling snow.
Snow was something Rachael had only seen on TV (until her first
wedding) because it didn’t snow in the Bay Area, where she grew up.
There was one exception, of course (because there always is an
exception with everything, Rachael learned quickly), when she was
in junior high school. It had snowed for five minutes and melted in
even less time.

So when her first soon-to-be husband, Ed,
suggested, with his best smile, “What do you say to going to Reno,
building us a snowman, and tying the knot?” Rachael had quickly
agreed. To be a bride and see the snow seemed perfect.
Neither Rachael nor Ed had much money; they were both freshly out
of high school. So Rachael bought her wedding dress off the
discount rack at the local department store. She found a
light-silver prom dress at 75 percent off that covered her already
bulging belly. They got into his old, beat-up, red Chevy pickup and
drove. The snow at the summit was beautiful and magical. When they
got to the “biggest little city in the world,” it started to snow.
She had been convinced this meant they would have a long and happy
life.

Ed had a fake ID so he could gamble, and he
won big. They went out for a steak dinner at a fancy restaurant at
the casino to celebrate and got a room that overlooked Reno. She’d
watched the snow fall from the eleventh floor with Ed by her side.
She was completely at peace. The next morning, they went to the
chapel in the hotel and got married.

Things went downhill the moment they returned
home. A few years later, Rachael (who had just found out she was
pregnant again) grabbed her two small children and escaped when her
husband wasn’t home. They only had the clothes they were wearing
when they found safety at a local women’s shelter.

“What am I doing?” Rachael jumped out of the
rocking chair. “This is going to be the happiest day of your life,
Rachael, whether you like it or not! This just has to be those
prewedding jitters they always talk about.” The wide-eyed figure in
the mirror didn’t look convinced. “Besides, all the important
people in your life are waiting for you downstairs! Well, not
everyone…” Rachael sank heavily back down into the chair.

Eddie wasn’t going to be there, all because
of a comment Rachael had made to his girlfriend a couple of months
ago.

“If you need anything, you can always
come to me, understand? My door is always open to you. You have a
place to go.” Rachael hugged Sasha goodbye before going down to
bail Eddie out of jail.

He’d gotten into a brawl at a bar where he
shouldn’t have legally been. She promised herself this would be the
last time she’d help him until he helped himself.

Unfortunately, when Eddie finally got
released (and later put on probation), Sasha repeated what Rachael
had said. Eddie didn’t see it as a sweet gesture, like Sasha did.
He caught the intended warning. He cut his family out of his and
Sasha’s lives—just like his dad had done.

Ed had moved Rachael away from her family
right after they eloped. Los Angeles was a seven-hour drive from
her family and friends. It was a place Rachael had never got used
to living in. But Rachael could be wrong about Sasha and Eddie. He
certainly didn’t move her away from her friends, and she had no
family to cut out of their lives after her parents died, although
Rachael could see Eddie becoming more like his dad every day, with
drugs, drinking, and stealing, which worried her.

Just over two months ago, Rachael still
believed Eddie would change his mind and come to the wedding. He
hadn’t. Rachael’s calls were screened by an answering machine, and
her messages were never answered. In one final attempt last week,
Rachael tried dropping off a birthday gift to Eddie at his
apartment. To Rachael’s surprise, Sasha opened the door.

“I’m sorry, Rachael. I must honor Eddie’s
wishes and not let you in or take the present. It’s his birthday,
and I don’t want to upset him. You understand, don’t you?” Sasha
offered a weak smile.

Sasha looked like she was coming down with
the flu. She was as pale as her white-blond hair. Rachael held back
her questions on Sasha’s health. It wouldn’t help the tensions
between her and Eddie if he thought Rachael was suggesting more
than the flu.

“Yes, Sasha. I understand perfectly. But if
you would just tell Eddie—well, maybe don’t tell him I came by.
I’ll try coming back when he’s home. Thank you, Sasha.”

“You’re right. I don’t want to spoil his
nineteenth birthd—I didn’t mean it to come out like that! It’s just
that Eddie is cleaning himself up. He wanted one more celebration
tonight. Eddie’s gonna quit drinking. He brought home some catalogs
from colleges to go through. Tomorrow we’re deciding where he’s
going to school. Oh, I forgot about Eddie’s cake in the oven. I
hope you have a wonderful wedding day. Sorry we can’t make it.
We’ll be in touch soon, but maybe you shouldn’t drop by anymore
unless you talk to him first—sorry.” Sasha quickly shut the
door.

Hurt, Rachael climbed back into her blue SUV.
She prayed Sasha was right about Eddie cleaning up. Rachael had
tried to help him, as had her mother, the counselors, and Sasha—but
only Eddie could overcome this. What if that therapist at the
women’s shelter was right? She said that Eddie, at six years old,
couldn’t be helped—he was too far gone. Rachael thought the woman
was not only rude but completely wrong. Eddie had been in therapy
for that first year, after she left Ed. It was fine for a while,
until Rachael began to see signs that he might be taking after his
dad. By that time Eddie was refusing all help. Ed was coming around
and playing the victim card with his oldest son.

Rachael finally had to change the child
visitation rights. Ed was only allowed to see the kids on
supervised visits, twice a month. She always felt Ed found a way
around this with Eddie, but she could never prove it. Eddie was as
good at lying as his father. More therapy followed Ed’s death, with
no results, even with the medications. Eddie always slipped back
into his bad behavior, until he was kicked out of school in his
senior year—then he moved out.

It was painful to have her oldest son push
her out of his life. Rachael sighed as a single tear flowed down
her cheek. She quickly wiped it away, right as her mother burst
into the room.

“I finished Kelly’s hair,” Mae announced.
“She looks like an angel, and so does her mom.”

“Thanks-s, Mom.” Rachael hopped up from the
chair and rushed to check her hair again. No more bad
thoughts. Today marks the wedding I have always dreamt
of, Rachael thought, staring at the bride in the mirror, who
returned her look with a phony smile. “Where’s Kelly?”

“She’s in the bathroom. Probably fixing her
hair exactly like you used to do after I styled it. Like all girls
do, I guess.” Mae grinned.

“Well, I could use some help. Do you think we
should put more flowers in my hair, or less? Should I put the back
down, or leave it all up?” Rachael was relieved to be back in
action.

“I think you look perfect. I wouldn’t touch a
thing, except for this.” Mae held out a box.

“What is it?”

“Open it,” Mae encouraged with a smile.

Rachael ripped through the pink paper. It was
a ring box. In it was the 1.5-carat, square-cut diamond set in
white gold that her father had given to her mother on their
thirtieth wedding anniversary. When he died five years ago, her
mother had put it away and started wearing her old gold wedding
band on a chain around her neck.

“Oh, Mom! I can’t take this!”

“You can, and you will. Tony and I had this
conversation a long time ago when he asked me for your hand in
marriage. Besides, the Lord only blessed me with one daughter and
one son. I plan to spoil them both as much as their father spoiled
me. So you have your wedding ring, you are wearing the blue garter,
which is also new, and your pearl necklace is borrowed and old.
You’re set. Now all I have to do is deliver you to that gem waiting
for you in your gazebo.”

Rachael smiled. Her mother had loved Tony the
minute she met him. The fact that he was Italian, like Rachael’s
father, was a big selling point. For the last four years, she had
fussed over Tony like he was her long-lost child. It was such a
relief to Rachael that she had fallen helplessly in love with
Tony—her mother would have been lost without him.

“Is Stevie dressed?” Rachael asked.

“Yes. I already got some wonderful pictures
of him and Tony—I mean, Dad, now. They look so handsome. Oh, I
forgot. There’s a small box that came for you this morning. A note
on it said, ‘Open Now.’ Bet it’s something from your husband-to-be.
I’d better get it.”

Rachael’s mother seemed to float out of the
room. Rachael grinned when she noticed a similarity between cotton
candy at the fair and her mother in her long, pink gown. That shade
of pink was Mae’s favorite color. Rachael’s dad always said that
when her mother wore pink, he always had good luck. Rachael hoped
this worked for her, too.

Kelly pushed past her exiting grandmother and
straight into Rachael’s arms. “Mom! You look so beautiful!”

Thank heavens Kelly had her dad’s dark looks,
but not his dark moods. She was the most even-tempered of her kids,
and also the most stubborn. She tugged impatiently at her pink,
rose-covered dress cuffs, which were too short. Rachael’s mother
swore that Kelly had grown an inch just last week, and she couldn’t
let them out any more before the wedding. Rachael and Kelly knew
the dress was too small. Mae thought of Kelly as perpetually ten
years old, but she was fourteen.

“Thank you, Kelly. You look good, yourself. I
don’t know if I should let you out there; you might take away all
my attention,” Rachael teased.

“No one will be looking at me today.” Kelly
shook her head.

“I hope you’re right.” Rachael beamed at her
daughter.

“I am. Where’d Grandma go?” Kelly checked her
hair one more time.

Rachael glanced at the doorway. “Grandma went
to get a package that came for me this morning.”

“Here it is.” Mae came back with a small box
and handed it to Rachael.

“This isn’t Tony’s handwriting,” Rachael
commented. No return address, but it had been sent to Tony’s house.
No—it wasn’t going to be Tony’s house anymore; it was going to be
her house now, too. That was what Tony kept telling her over
and over. It didn’t seem real yet.

“Well, another wedding gift to add to the
rest. Kelly, you’d better go downstairs with your brother for a few
pictures. It’s almost time for you to lead your mom down the
aisle.” Mae’s soft doe eyes teared up.

“Why don’t you open the present first?” Kelly
insisted.

“No time. Besides, you need to get downstairs
and get things ready. You have a bigger job to do as flower girl
since the sick twins had to stay home. Those dresses were so cute
on them, too! Can you believe that both sets of twins have
the chickenpox?” Mae paused for a moment, so Rachael shook her
head. Satisfied, she continued. “They should have gotten the shots
for it. Oh well, at least Kathy, Patrick, and the boys made it,
right? Now scoot, Kelly, and don’t forget your flower basket,” Mae
finished breathlessly, making shooing motions with her hands.

“Okay,” Kelly replied with a glance at her
mom. She rolled her eyes. Yes, she was too old to be a flower girl,
but she was playing along for her grandmother. At least she was
head flower girl, they’d joked. “See you downstairs!” Kelly dashed
out the door.

“Stay clean,” Mae warned, but Kelly was,
thankfully, long gone. “What else do you need, Rachael?”

“Nothing. I think I’m ready.” Rachael’s
glance kept returning to the package. “I can’t wait. I have to open
this and see who it’s from.” She tore through the brown mailing
paper and found a beautifully wrapped box underneath. “Isn’t this
paper pretty? Look! There are tiny gazebos on the paper. It must be
from Tony! Maybe someone else addressed it for him.”

“That would be like him. What is it?” Mae
tried to peek in the box.

“This isn’t from Tony,” Rachael quietly
informed her mother. Her icy hands shook as she took the gift out
of the box and handed it to her mother.

“A snow globe? Who’d send you this? Why,
it’s—”

“Yes, it’s the same snow globe Ed gave to me
on our wedding day. It was the snowman he promised me. I thought we
got rid of this years ago.” Rachael shook her head in disbelief as
her heart started racing.

“We did. I helped you take it to the charity
myself. It must be another one just like it, a coincidence. Who
sent it?” Mae put her hand on Rachael’s arm.

Rachael quietly shrugged and took back the
snow globe, studying it.

“Mom, something is written on the bottom of
the globe. ‘Remember’.” Rachael dropped the globe onto the hardwood
floor. It cracked open on impact and rolled into a small wooden
table next to the bed, decapitating the snowman, and the severed
head rolled under the bed. Shimmering goo splattered all over the
satin mauve comforter.

“Don’t walk in it, honey. You could slip.
Thank my pink luck this didn’t get all over you! I’ll clean this
up.” Mae sprang into action. “Here, you’d better touch up your
lipstick. Your brother, Kathy, and the boys just pulled up—late, as
usual. It’s eight forty-five already. The wedding starts at 9:00
a.m. sharp. We’d better get down there. Hurry.”

Rachael numbly did as she was told and spread
pink lipstick over her lips. But her feet wouldn’t take her out of
the feminine room with its lace doilies cradling the mauve lamps.
This gift was a bad omen; her mother’s “pink luck” wasn’t working.
Limp, Rachael sank back into the rocking chair. She watched as her
mother dabbed up the last of the fake snowflakes on the floor and
bundled up the comforter. Her mood had darkened and filled her body
with a foreboding that she hadn’t felt in years.

“I’ll run this comforter through the wash
later to make sure it doesn’t stain. Now, you put this strange
prank out of your mind. Don’t let anything ruin your day.
Please!”

“But Mom, it’s as if Ed…” Rachael couldn’t
say the words she’d been thinking, that Ed was reaching out from
the grave.

“Ed’s gone. I saw him myself, in that coffin,
where he belonged. But you know, little Eddie might have something
to do with this.”

“No. How could he know about this globe? I
put it in the top part of my closet after he was born for
safekeeping. I didn’t see it again until I got out of the shelter
and picked up those boxes that Ed left in the apartment. Then we
got rid of everything that Ed hadn’t ruined, and the snow globe was
in one of them. We only took the kids’ clothes when we flew home
with you.” Rachael felt like her whole world was crashing down on
her.

“Yes, we did get rid of all that stuff. Oh,
Rachael, if you hadn’t been so far away from me, I could
have—you—but…” Rachael’s mother faltered for an uneasy moment. “But
now isn’t the time for all of this. Shame on both of us! There must
be a good reason for this. Right now, I don’t care what the reason
is, or who sent it. No one is going to ruin your day! And none of
this ‘reaching out from the grave’ nonsense. Now, give me a hug,
and let’s go get you married!”

Rachael smiled and held onto her mother,
taking in her floral scent. It was soothing. Mae was right; this
wasn’t the time. And after today, it would never be the time
for it again. Rachael and her matron of honor, her mother, hurried
downstairs. It was a family wedding, including Ava (who was like
her sister), whose job was to play the song Tony had written for
their wedding on his new Martin acoustic guitar while Rachael
walked down the aisle. Ava began playing the song the moment
Rachael stepped on the last stair and entered the kitchen to make
her grand entrance out the back door.

Rachael’s second wedding began with the
oldest flower girl on record (that term had become a personal joke
between her and Kelly) leading the procession. Rachael walked
slowly down the aisle, covered in red rose petals, with her mother
at her side. Not proper—the matron of honor should have led Rachael
down the aisle—but Rachael wanted to do this her way today.
Her brother, Patrick, could’ve taken their father’s place at her
side, but he was Tony’s best man, and his sons, twelve-year-old
Paddy and nine-year-old Sammy, were serving as ushers. At least
Rachael hoped they were. She hadn’t looked up yet. Couldn’t. She
felt that if she did, everything would be taken away from her.

“Isn’t Kelly sweet?” Mae whispered to her as
a couple of oohs and ahhs came from the guests.

“Like her grandma.” Rachael forced her eyes
to look up.

Kelly didn’t disappear as Rachael watched her
stroll ahead of them. Each step was perfect as she left a trail of
rose petals. Rachael’s eyes watered. Now that she had overcome her
fear, tears were going to be the new problem. Rachael was
not going to cry and ruin her makeup, not with all the
cameras trained on her!

Mae squeezed her arm, sending a shock down
her body. That was just what her father used to do when he was
trying to cheer up Rachael or Patrick. She could clearly picture
her father beaming down from heaven in approval at his family. He
would have an extra twinkle in his eyes for his beloved wife in her
pink dress. Rachael was smiling as they came to a stop at the
gazebo.

She sent a silent message. I love you,
Daddy.

It was time for Mae to hand her over to Tony.
She tenderly kissed Rachael’s cheek and put her cold hand into
Tony’s outstretched, warm one. Rachael immediately locked eyes with
Tony. Everything disappeared but him.

She felt no qualms about doing this; love
flowed through the rose-covered gazebo, the twenty guests, family
members, and the priest. Her anxiety forgotten, Rachael had never
felt safer in her life, except for when she was little and her
mother or father could take her into their arms and make all the
bad go away. Before Rachael knew it, she was saying “I do” and
kneeling before the priest for the final blessing.

After they shared a shy kiss in front of the
guests, Father Michael made the introduction: “May I present Mr.
and Mrs. Battaglia.”

This was met with clapping and whistles. Tony
kissed her again, not as shyly as before. Suddenly, they were
crushed by hugs, with Rachael’s mother leading the way. Ava got the
last hug in.

“I’m so happy for you, Rachael. You deserve
all the happiness in the world.” Ava sniffled.

“It almost seems too good to be true—”
Rachael started to say.

“It isn’t. You’ve earned this one many times
over. And don’t forget me, now that you’ve inherited an opal mine
named Tony.”

“I did.” Rachael grinned. Opals were Ava’s
favorite stone; their fiery colors reminded Rachael of her best
friend’s personality. She added, somberly, “I’d never forget you.
Only you and my parents were there for me when I reached out.”

Ava shrugged and then added, with a wink,
“Well, it looks like you’ll be reaching out tonight and doing some
mining.” She pulled Rachael into another quick hug and then broke
away and grabbed Kelly, who grinned at her mom, into her
embrace.

“I believe you owe me a dance, Mrs.
Battaglia.” Tony claimed his bride.

“I believe I do, Mr. Battaglia,” Rachael
said. Boy, it sure felt good to be called “Mrs. Battaglia.”

Tony nodded to Ava, who rushed back to the
guitar. She quickly began playing the song Tony and Rachael had
shared their first kiss to, Before You. Ava’s honeyed voice
carried over the microphone and silenced the party. Tony held
Rachael tightly, making her feel like nothing bad could ever happen
if she was with him. They slowly glided over the backyard’s freshly
cut grass to the rhythm of the guitar. Rachael couldn’t wait to get
her high heels off, but for her wedding, she could stand it another
hour or so. She was almost as tall as Tony at five feet ten inches
in her heels (or “hells,” as she liked to call them). Ava had run
across these shoes, which went with her dress, last week, and they
looked perfect—painful or not.

Tony nuzzled her cheek with his strong,
Italian nose, and their eyes met. He was the most beautiful man
Rachael had ever seen. His sloping, golden-brown eyes rarely
flickered with anger; instead, they were creased at the corners as
a sign of someone who always had a smile on his face. His wavy hair
was under control today, thanks to some hair gel and Ava, even with
the slight ocean breeze. Usually, his hair was endearingly tousled.
The only imperfection Rachael could find was a small scar above his
right eye, a reminder of a trip over the handlebars on his mountain
bike on their third date.

“I love you, Rachael Battaglia,” Tony
whispered.

“I love you too,” Rachael choked out.

Suddenly Tony dropped Rachael into a deep
dip. The clicking sounds of cameras filled the air. Rachael caught
her breath as she came back up and laughed, only to be dipped
again. This time, Rachael had time to look around and noted how
nice the house looked with its newly painted white trim from their
sprucing-up party a few weeks ago. She was about to pull her glance
away when she saw a shadow in the window of the bedroom where she’d
just gotten dressed. No, it wasn’t a shadow. It looked like a
bearded man, but his facial features were darkened or perhaps
blocked, like he was taking a picture. Unsure of what she was
seeing, a sudden chill shot through her just as her husband pulled
her upright.

“I think someone is taking pictures from your
bedroom.” Rachael glanced around the backyard. All the guests
seemed to be accounted for.

“That’s because we’re such a good-looking
couple. They want to get all our angles, and it’s our
bedroom now.” Tony twirled her around while the photographer
snapped picture after picture until their song ended.

The morning was going by fast under a perfect
June sun that pleasantly lit up the worn, dark wood of the
two-story house that was to be her new home. Tony’s mother, Nora,
had been fond of mauve and dark brown, while Rachael had always
leaned toward yellow and white. Tony had already suggested a
redecorating party when they got back from their honeymoon. He
didn’t care if the whole house was bright pink, like everything in
her mom’s house, as long as Rachael was in it. She was so
lucky.

When Ava finished her set of songs for
dancing, the caterers served brunch. It was a huge spread of eggs,
bacon, sausages, pancakes, waffles, French toast, potatoes, egg
casseroles, and fruit—all of Rachael’s and Tony’s favorite foods.
Soon it would be time to leave, after a delicate exchange of cake
(cramming cake into someone’s face wasn’t the best of ways to start
a life together, Rachael and Tony believed).

The wedding was ending, and the honeymoon
waited to begin, even if it meant getting on a plane. Rachael’s
doctor had given her a prescription to help her through the flight.
Her last flight had been to come home with her mother and kids
after leaving Ed. She would have drunk her way through the trip if
she hadn’t been pregnant. Even though it was only an hour and a
half, she was almost crawling out of her skin by the time they
landed in Oakland. This trip out of San Francisco would be
different, Rachael hoped.

Patrick made the toast. “May my baby sister
and new brother, Tony, live happily ever after.”

Kathy, her sister-in-law, piped in. “At least
until you get home from the honeymoon and pick up your kids!”

Kelly loved going to her aunt and uncle’s
house. She and Kathy both had a love for all things paranormal,
especially shows about ghosts and hauntings. Rachael knew they’d
have a ghost movie marathon this week. Stevie, on the other hand,
had bonded with his uncle. They both loved building things, just
like Rachael’s father. Kathy had assured her that she wouldn’t
notice either one of them mixed in with their six kids, who ranged
in age from three to twelve years old, especially
“whatshisname”—Stevie. Kathy loved to tease Stevie, who was
the spitting image of Rachael’s dad. He always played along.

They were amazingly tireless parents. Rachael
didn’t know how they did it, and they made it seem easy, too. She
hoped it was something that would rub off on her and Tony. At least
Rachael wouldn’t have to worry about being away from her kids for
the first time since she’d had Kelly.

The next toast came from Tony’s only living
relative in America, his mother’s sister, Lee, who lived in San
Francisco. Tony had only been around his aunt during the holidays
when he was growing up. She was distant but made a point of making
it to their wedding. Her blessing was in Italian, so Rachael didn’t
understand a word of it.

Aunt Lee had two boys around his age. Tony
warned Rachael they wouldn’t come to the wedding, and they hadn’t.
Tony hadn’t been invited to their weddings years ago—nor had his
mother. His aunt’s explanation was that they’d had small
weddings.

Tony confided once to Rachael that his
cousins acted like he and his mother had a contagious disease.

“Jack and Steve were always polite, but they
seemed like they wanted to leave the moment they walked in the
door,” he told Rachael and shrugged. “I haven’t seen them since
they graduated from high school. But we do exchange Christmas
cards.”

Well, with a strange mom like Lee, how
could anyone expect the kids to be normal? Rachael thought,
studying the woman. Who wears black to a wedding, anyway? In
addition to her style choices, Aunt Lee sat apart and kept glancing
at her watch. She would be the first to leave, Rachael determined.
What really held the woman’s attention, though, were the upstairs
windows. Did she see someone up there too? Maybe it was time to
introduce herself and ask. Rachael started making her way to her
table.

She smiled and nodded as she passed by
guests. She wondered if Tony’s father’s family had been as odd.
They were killed in a helicopter crash right after he graduated
high school. They were both teachers, like his father. It ran in
the family, even though that was all she knew about that side.

Rachael had almost made her way to Aunt Lee
when the woman suddenly stood up and rushed into the house. Was she
avoiding Rachael, or did she suddenly have to use the restroom?
Rachael sighed. It felt like Aunt Lee was avoiding her, and she
understood Tony’s comment about being treated like they had a
contagious disease. Fine.

Rachael spotted her only other family
members. Her mother’s rich brother and his wife had moved to
Arizona from San Diego (where Rachael’s family used to spend
vacations at the beach, visiting them). Her uncle and aunt were too
busy eating, as usual, to join in the toasts. The remaining people
were from work, except for Ava and her husband number two, Tim. He
turned out to be the husband who had Ava talking about wanting
children. Right now, though, Ava sat, surprisingly quiet, next to
Mae. Rachael had thought Ava would say something at the toast, at
least a quick joke, but instead, she had smiled with tears in her
eyes and raised her glass to her. Rachael reciprocated.

Rachael made her final rounds through the
rented banquet tables covered with pink flowers that, of course,
her mother had helped pick out. Rachael smiled when she saw that
Tony was in deep conversation with Patrick. From the way Patrick
was demonstrating air fishing, she knew they were discussing their
upcoming trip at the end of the summer. Rachael would then be in
this house without Tony, the house his mother had bought after
inheriting some money from her late aunt, who had left nothing to
Aunt Lee. Maybe that was the issue? Nora had moved her
seventeen-year-old son from San Francisco to Rachael’s hometown,
Pacifica. Tony said once that his only regret was leaving all his
friends behind, but his mother was happy from the day she moved in,
so it was worth it to him—once he got over the move. It was too bad
they hadn’t met earlier in life. He went off to school, and she got
married, but finally they’d found each other.

Tony said he had never been married because
he’d never found his soulmate until he met Rachael. At least, that
was the story he told her, and Rachael chose to believe it. Luckily
for Rachael, Tony had been a very devoted only child to his mother,
and now that devotion passed to her.

Rachael knew she was the luckiest girl on
Earth, even if she did have to walk through fire to get to this
point. Speaking of fire, Rachael finally released her feet from her
hells and watched Aunt Lee leave the party. She already didn’t like
one of her new relatives. She quickly headed back to her table and
sat down next to her husband, who had another glass of champagne
waiting for her. She didn’t drink it; she’d already had two glasses
during the toasts.

Ava came up behind Rachael, startling
her.

“Time to throw that bouquet, Mrs.
Battaglia.”

She heard Tim telling Tony the very same
thing about the garter. As soon as Kelly caught the yellow roses
and Bob, a teacher colleague of Tony’s, caught the garter, their
morning wedding came to an end.

Rachael and Tony ran to his truck through a
steady rain of birdseed. Tony’s truck had been decorated with a
“Just Married” sign in the back window and pencils and erasers tied
to the back. Rachael was sure she had Ava and Kelly to thank for
that.

She had spent the last few years getting her
teaching degree at night while she worked in an elementary school
office during the day. She’d met Tony in a night class, but he
wasn’t a student; he was her math teacher. Now there would be two
teachers in the house. She had a job waiting for her at the same
junior college where Tony worked and would be putting her English
degree to use next fall.

Rachael turned to her kids, who were lined up
at the door of the old green pickup.

“I love you guys,” Rachael said, with tears
in her eyes. She gathered Kelly and Stevie (who was way too big to
be called Stevie since making quarterback for the varsity football
team this year, but old habits were hard to break) and pulled them
into a group hug.

“Hey, don’t leave Dad out of a hug,” Tony
protested.

The new Battaglia family clung together until
Mae cleared her throat.

“You’d better get going so you don’t miss
your flight. Don’t worry, everything will be just fine. I’ll keep
an eye on things. Now go have a wonderful honeymoon, you two. I
love you.”

“We love you too,” Tony said. Another
hug.

“Hey. Don’t forget me!” Ava threw her arms
around them.

“We’d never forget you,” Tony said.

“Better not, or I may keep Tootie.”

“Thanks for watching her.”

“What are friends for but watching each
other’s cats?” Ava laughed.

Tootie had been Ava’s cat to begin with,
until they found out Tim was allergic; then the little spoiled cat
became Rachael’s. Ava planned on introducing Tootie to her new
house while Rachael and Tony were on the beaches of Hawaii.
Patrick’s job, while they were gone, was to move Rachael and the
kids’ stuff out of her apartment and into their new home. Kathy and
the kids were going to clean up the apartment for the next
occupants. Mae was going to help not only with fixing up the kids’
rooms and getting them settled in, but adding Rachael’s stuff to
Tony’s room. No, no—it was their room now.

All Rachael knew was that everything was
going to be ready for them when they got back. She didn’t have a
say in this part, and this was one time when she didn’t mind.

“Have a great time, and don’t worry about
anything!”

“Thanks, Kathy. Let us know how the girls are
doing,” Rachael responded.

“They’re almost better. A few more days, I
think. The boys had it at their age, and so did your kids. I
couldn’t bring them here and take the chance of anyone getting it
who hadn’t had chickenpox. And I couldn’t expose the newlyweds
before their honeymoon, since you don’t know if Tony’s had it.”

“Yeah, don’t worry, sis, we’ve got this. Just
enjoy!” Patrick added.

“Thanks, guys!” Tony waved.

Kathy’s attention had shifted to her phone.
Checking on her girls, Rachael thought.

Rachael looked for her nephews but didn’t see
them. They were probably playing video games. Rachael couldn’t
imagine having two three-year-olds, two six-year-olds, plus the
boys, too.

Tony grasped Rachael’s hand and winked at
her. Time to go.

“Goodbye!” Tony and Rachael said together
before he helped her into the truck.

“Goodbye, Mom. Goodbye, Dad,” Kelly yelled
over her brother. They had accepted him as their father, but not
Eddie.

Tony pulled away, honking his truck horn, and
then slipped in a CD: Before You. Settling her head on
Tony’s shoulder in contentment, Rachael closed her eyes. This was
going to be a perfect honeymoon to top off a perfect wedding. There
was that word, “perfect”—only now, unlike her first wedding, she
knew what it meant, and she dozed off with a smile on her face.

Her dreams should have been peaceful at this
point, but they led her back to her first wedding. She saw herself
standing in that pale silver dress, so young and hopeful, next to
Ed. She’d only known him for six months but thought she had met her
Prince Charming. Then her dream took her to opening the package
with the snow globe and watching it break. She opened her eyes, but
kept her head rested on her new husband’s shoulder as they passed
the beach she’d always taken her kids to so they could chase the
ocean waves.

Thinking of good times didn’t rid her of that
knot in her stomach. She’d thankfully forgotten about the snow
globe during the wedding. She hadn’t even told Tony about it yet.
Rachael wondered who would send it to her. And why did they write
the word “remember” on the bottom? Then there was that face she
thought she’d seen in the window when they were dancing.

She was almost positive everyone was watching
them dance. How strange—but not as strange as the snow globe. She
wasn’t going to tell Tony about this until they got back. She
didn’t want him to worry. Nothing was going to spoil this week for
them. She fell back into a fitful sleep as they left Pacifica and
headed for the San Francisco airport.

Rachael was woken out of a dreamless slumber
with a gentle kiss.

“Naptime’s over. Let the honeymoon
begin.”

“We’re here already?” Rachael sat up and ran
her fingers through her hair. She pulled it out of the bun and
shook it free. She glanced in the truck mirror and smoothed it down
so she didn’t look like she’d been in a wind tunnel.

“We are, and, might I add, you look amazing.”
Tony helped her out of the pickup into his arms. Her bad thoughts
floated away as he began kissing her; gently at first, then more
urgently. His hands began to slide down past the small of
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