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      It was ironic that it was snowing on what was supposed to be the happiest day of her life. Mackenzie slowly drew a little heart in the fog on the window of the chapel. Then quickly swiped a finger through it, slicing a broken arrow through the middle of the heart.

      She squinted through the foggy panes of the little chapel window, but couldn’t see more than a few inches into the blinding snow falling silently like a muted rainstorm. The falling snow flakes blocked her view of the secluded Gateway River Lodge. Less than three hours ago, she’d walked down the rocky footpath to the wooden steepled chapel big enough to hold not more than two dozen people.

      The silver-haired priest wearing black robes and a traditional collar said it was only a flurry and wouldn’t stop the wedding.

      Mackenzie’s fiancé was supposed to be driving in from Columbia. It was only a two-hour drive, but he was two hours late to the wedding. Their wedding.

      But it wasn’t the snow that had stopped the wedding.

      The few sips of champagne she’d had just over two hours ago tasted bitter now on her tongue. She tried again to wash it away with the bottle of Dasani water the priest had given her.

      She picked up the red rose wrapped with pink ribbons from the window sill and pressed her thumb against a thorn. Like the snow, it was so pretty, yet so deceptively dangerous.

      Everyone tried to tell her that wearing a black wedding gown was bad luck. She ran a hand along the soft black material of her dress. It wasn’t all black. The full skirt had layers of light blue and silver tulle at the hem and a row of half-inch silver buttons along the back of the bodice. It was the most beautiful dress she’d ever seen.

      It didn’t matter what people said. Black was not only elegant, but when a bride chose black for her wedding dress, it was considered fashionable, edgy, and daring.

      All things Mackenzie was not.

      Perhaps she should have listened.

      The priest’s muted footsteps echoed from the front of the little chapel as he paced back and forth. He stopped now and then to blow out one of the thick candles. There must have been three dozen candles scattered around the chapel. She could smell the scent of the wax vapor mixed with the scent of fresh roses. It was a sad smell. Like when the party is over and everyone has left.

      Only there had been no party.

      The priest was the only one still here. The others – three women who worked at the lodge - had left an hour ago. They had been excited at the prospect of an elopement. They’d brought candles and flowers to decorate and had even helped her dress. But with Nick being late and the storm coming in, they hadn’t wanted to be stuck here. She didn’t blame them.

      She didn’t want to be stuck here either.

      “Mackenzie!”

      Mackenzie whirled to see her best friend Ashlynn breeze in through the chapel doors. Ashlynn was bundled in a red wool coat, a gray scarf wrapped around her neck.

      “What are you doing here?”

      Ashlynn dashed over, hugged Mackenzie, and smiled at the priest. “I thought you might want some company.”

      Mackenzie sat down on the nearest bench. “I don’t understand. How did you find me?”

      Ashlynn unwrapped her scarf with a sheepish grin. “Remember about a year ago when we were at Chili’s and signed up for that Life 360 app thing?”

      Mackenzie shook her head. “Are you sure that was me?”

      Ashlynn laughed. “I’m positive.” She put her hands in her lap. Then looked serious. “Don’t think I stalk you. Because I don’t.”

      Mackenzie ran her thumb along the thorn on the rose, trying to follow what her friend was saying.

      “But when you didn’t answer your phone for two hours, I started to get worried.”

      Mackenzie had completely forgotten about her phone. “It’s in the car.”

      “Yeah. I figured that out. I don’t see how you survive without your phone.”

      “So you drove all the way out here? In the snow?” Mackenzie looked around the little church and couldn’t help but wonder what her friend was thinking.

      “We were supposed to meet at your apartment for me to pick up your key, remember, before you leave for your cruise?”

      Mackenzie pressed a hand against her forehead. “I do now. I completely forgot.”

      “It’s okay. I put two and two together.” Ashlynn swept a hand around the little chapel.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you.” Mackenzie felt foolish now. Trying to hide a wedding from her best friend.

      “Don’t even think about apologizing. You know that I’m all about eloping.” She sighed. “If that day ever comes. Anyway, how are you holding up?”

      Mackenzie took a deep breath. “I’m worried about Nick.”

      When Ashlynn didn’t respond, Mackenzie was even more worried. She leaned forward, her heart in her throat. “Is Nick ok? Have you heard something?”

      Ashlynn shook her head. “He’s at home.”

      “Oh no.” Mackenzie stood up. “I should have brought my phone in.”

      Ashlynn stood up, too. “Mackenzie. He’s fine.”

      Mackenzie looked into her friend’s eyes. “Then what? Why?” She sat back down. “How do you know? You tracked him?”

      Ashlynn nodded. “Yes. But I called him. Looking for you.”

      “I don’t understand.” But a feeling of dread settled into her stomach.

      “Mackenzie, he’s not coming.”

      “Why?”

      Ashlynn looked away. “You should talk to him.”

      “I’ll call him. But my phone’s in the car.” She went to stand up again.

      “Mackenzie, wait.” Ashlynn put a hand lightly on Mackenzie’s arm. “It won’t do any good.”

      As Mackenzie realized what her friend was trying to say, a flash of hot anger shot through her. Her words were slow and deliberate. “So he stood me up at the altar, but he doesn’t have the balls to tell me to my face?”

      Ashlynn shrugged and bit her lip. Mackenzie heard the words she wasn’t saying. I told you so.

      Mackenzie looked for the priest, but he’d thankfully disappeared into the sacristy. She’d spoken before thinking. Something she knew better than to do in a church.

      “You’re right,” Ashlynn said. “But you know what? He’s not fit to wipe your boots.” Ashlynn’s face was heating up. “You’re so much better off without him.”

      Mackenzie’s anger deflated into resignation. Ashlynn wasn’t saying anything she didn’t already know. Nick had some character flaws that she refused to think about right now. Water under the bridge. “I need to cancel my trip.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      “Well,” Mackenzie said, “what am I supposed to do with a romantic steamboat cruise for two down the Mississippi River?”

      She’d always dreamed of taking a river cruise. Her mother was originally from Natchez, Mississippi and those trips to visit her grandparents had instilled in her a love of anything antebellum.

      When a new steamboat company opened, offering a round trip cruise from St. Louis to New Orleans, Mackenzie had been one of the first to buy tickets.

      “That’s easy. You go.” Ashlynn stood up and wrapped her scarf around her neck. “Come on. Where’s your coat?”

      Mackenzie glanced around, still dazed at being stood up from her elopement. How did that even happen? “I didn’t bring one.”

      She and Ashlynn stood together a few minutes watching the snowflakes feathering down.

      “I have to pay the priest,” Mackenzie said.

      “I’ll go see if I can find him.”

      “I really didn’t think this through, did I?” Mackenzie took a deep, cleansing breath.

      “It’s ok. Spontaneity is overrated.”
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