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      Hawaiian Masquerade is the perfect summer read. Set on the beautiful island of Kauai, you will fall in love with the characters, the story line, the setting, and most of all the romance. I would highly recommend this fast-paced, fabulous clean romance.

      --Cami Checketts, author of The Feisty One: A Billionaire Bride Pact Romance

      

      Christensen has done a magnificent job of putting together an unlikely match and letting it challenge the characters to grow, change, and become better together than they were apart. This is a wonderful, sweet romance that you’ll want to stay up to finish.

      

      -Lucy McConnell, author of the Billionaire Marriage Brokers series

      

      "SILVER CASCADE SECRETS is an exciting romantic suspense novella … Great writing, a sweet romance, and an intriguing mystery all rolled into a single story."

      —Heather B. Moore USA Today Bestselling Author of Finding Sheba

      

      "Just in time for fall, … romantic suspense which will tingle the spine and thrill the heart."

      —DESERET NEWS, Melissa Demoux

      

      "...A great read for a lazy Sunday afternoon. I highly recommend."

      —Diane Darcy, USA Today bestselling author

      

      “Don’t expect to get a lot of sleep…If the thrills of the chase don’t get you, the thrills of the heart will.”

      —J. Scott Savage, author of the Mysteries of Cove Series

      

      “Diamond Rings are Deadly Things pulled me right in from the first page and held me captive until the very end. Great characters, a compelling plot, a surprising twist at the end... Rachelle Christensen knows how to craft a great mystery.”

      —Tristi Pinkston, author of the Secret Sisters Mysteries
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        BRIDAL HEIRLOOM CREATIONS:

        RING PILLOW

      

      

      Using fabric that is the same or similar to the fabric of the bride’s gown, make a small pillow. Add a personal touch by hand embroidering the names of the bride and groom on the fabric. To complement the wedding dress, decorate the top of the pillow with lace, sequins, beading, rhinestones, or a satin bow. To add a splash of color, select narrow ribbon that coordinates with or repeats the wedding colors. Stitch the ribbons to the top of the pillow, and then tie the rings to the pillow before the ceremony.

      Courtesy of www.mashedpotatoesandcrafts.com.

      

      The air was charged with an expectant current as I unlocked the back door of my wedding planning headquarters. Pausing for half a second, I ran my fingers along the smooth vinyl lettering printed in teal on the metal door: Adrielle Pyper’s Dream Weddings, Where happily ever after is your destination. Those words were the realization of a lifelong dream for me, even though I never would have guessed I’d be setting up shop in Sun Valley, Idaho. I had loved my life in San Francisco, but after what happened, I needed to get out of the city and back home to my Idaho roots.

      The anxiety that had plagued me for over a year was finally fading. For once, I wasn’t afraid to step into the darkened room and flip the switch—the fluorescent lights illuminated everything I’d worked so hard for, and I felt like today might be the beginning of something different. The soft scent of lavender filtered through the air. It smelled like hope.

      My assistant, Lorea Zubiondo, arrived at the shop minutes after I came through the back door. Her dark hair looked glossy under the lights, almost black. The short layers were teased in the back—I joked that she was trying to make up for her five-foot-two height impairment.

      “Morning, Adri.” Her voice sounded chipper, and there was a lightness to her step. I noticed a bit of eyeliner and dark green eye shadow accenting her deep brown eyes and barely kept myself from gaping. Lorea was a no-frills girl, so why did she have makeup on?

      I glanced at the clock—fifteen minutes after eight. “You’re early today.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.” Lorea tugged the measuring tape hanging from her dress mannequin. A few minutes later, I caught her looking at the clock. The eye shadow suddenly made sense.

      “Ah, I see why you couldn’t sleep. It’s Wednesday. Guess I’d better open the front door in case we get a special delivery.”

      “I’m excited about seeing the dresses, that’s all.” Lorea’s gaze flicked to the clock again.

      “Me too.” I didn’t push the issue, even when I saw the hint of a smile lift the corners of her mouth. My own anticipation buzzed happily in the back of my mind as I turned the locks on the front door. I was ready to embrace this new venture, and I ignored the nagging thoughts of “What if?” that kept trying to creep in and overshadow my visions of success.

      I tidied up the front of the shop, winding the satin ribbon in shades of forest green and burgundy on a spool. A customized ring pillow with coordinating ribbon to match the accent colors might be just the thing for one of my June weddings. I tucked an errant strand of blonde hair behind my ear, my fingers brushing my favorite pair of sapphire earrings. With my sketch pencil, I outlined ideas for the ring pillow.

      Ten minutes later, wedding chimes rang, and I heard a familiar whistle. Lorea and I hurried to the front of the shop, pushing each other aside in hopes of getting there first. At the last second, I let her pass—she was going for the guy. I just wanted to see if the shipment had arrived. A man dressed in a brown uniform waited out front, holding a scanner.

      “Hi, Colton,” we greeted the delivery man simultaneously. “Hi, ladies. Your wait is over.” Colton motioned to the long box behind him. “I have a couple more boxes like this in the truck.” Lorea pumped her fist in the air. “They’re finally here. I’ll sign for them.”

      Colton flourished his scanner, and Lorea signed, her grin widening. He took back the scanner, studying it for a moment before pushing a couple of buttons. “Zubiondo. I’ve been meaning to ask you. Where does that name come from?”

      “From Spain. I’m Basque.” Lorea’s face lit up as it always did when she spoke of her heritage. Bonus points for Colton— I rooted for anyone who might improve Lorea’s attitude toward dating.

      Colton nodded. “That’s great. You ever been there?” “No, but I will someday.”

      I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like Lorea was on the verge of flirting with the delivery guy. If only Colton would get up the nerve to ask her out. He pushed the large box forward on a dolly, and I pointed to the back of the store. “Can you roll those to the back room so we don’t have to carry them?”

      “Anything for you, Adri.” He followed me and set the box down. “What’s in here?”

      “Wedding dresses,” I said.

      Lorea ran her hand lovingly over the box and then pushed it farther into the back room. As she ripped the packing tape to open the box, my stomach flipped in anticipation.

      “Dresses now, too? I thought you mostly planned the weddings.” Colton stopped and surveyed our showroom. “You like to stay busy, don’t you?”

      “Actually, the dresses are for Lorea. She’s getting married this weekend.”

      “What?” Colton fumbled with his scanner.

      “Don’t believe a word she says.” Lorea hurried out from the back, carrying a vacuum-sealed package of beads and lace that I was sure made up a beautiful gown.

      “But I think she’d look great in that dress, don’t you?” I ignored the death stare coming from my friend.

      Colton’s cheeks flushed. “I’ll get the other boxes.” He hurried out the door.

      “You txori buru!” Lorea reverted to Euskara once Colton had gone. “What are you trying to do to me?”

      I laughed—she had called me a birdbrain in her native Basque language at least a hundred times. “Just proving my point.” I smirked. “You like each other.”

      Lorea turned with a huff and went back to unpacking dresses. Colton brought two more boxes inside, and I kept my mouth shut.

      “Thank you, Colton,” Lorea said.

      “Good luck with everything, ladies.” Colton winked at Lorea as he walked away.

      I waited until I heard the door close to say, “See, I told you.” Lorea shook her head and pulled out several more bags containing the dresses. “Four, five, and that one makes six.” She gestured to the third box. “The last four are in there.”

      The bag rustled as I opened the tight packaging and pulled out a gown. The dress seemed to breathe as it broke free and I hung it on the clothes rack. My fingers fluttered, struggling with the zipper. For a moment, I wished that Briette could be with me to enjoy this moment. I blinked to clear the moisture in my eyes and continued unveiling the dress.

      “Careful,” Lorea murmured, edging closer.

      Folds of creamy satin hung like graceful dancers surrounded by tulle and sparkle. We both sighed as I unfastened the train. The satin rustled, trailing from the bodice to the floor. A dusting of pearl glitter covered the gown, and intricate beadwork and embroidery adorned the bodice and hem.

      “Lorea, this is perfect.” I rubbed the satin between my fingers. “Sylvia is going to be so excited to try it on.”

      I saw her flinch at the mention of our least favorite client, Sylvia Rockfort. At twenty-eight, Sylvia was close to my age, but that was about the only thing we had in common. She was a soap star diva. Sylvia had had her ten minutes of fame in a now-cancelled soap opera and enough plastic surgery to make sure everyone remembered it.

      Lorea kept her focus on the dress. “It’s exquisite. And when Sylvia sees this, she’ll tell all her friends.” Lorea clenched her hand around the necklace she always wore, her thumb tracing each of the four comma-shaped heads of the silver Basque cross she referred to as a Lauburu. “Her wedding will be absolutely gorgeous.”

      “Can you believe how heavy this hem is?” I knelt down to examine the beadwork fastened to the thick lines of embroidery. Shimmering rhinestones were sewn in five-petal flower arrangements along the hem. The fancy stitching matched a rhinestone-encrusted clip at the hip of the gown and the tight-fitting bodice. “Sylvia will probably want you to try to take it in around the waist—even if it fits perfectly.”

      Lorea frowned. “It’s a size four, but I’ll call her. Should we time how long it takes her to get here for her first fitting?”

      “Wasn’t she coming in at one o’clock anyway?”

      “Yeah, to check on how the bridesmaid dresses are coming,” Lorea answered. “I guess she can wait until then.”

      “If you do call her, I bet she’ll be here in less than an hour.”

      “My bet is on thirty-seven minutes.”

      My fingers snagged on an uneven part of the hem. “Please tell me this isn’t—” I covered my mouth when I saw the gaping hole in the hemline of Sylvia’s dress. The frayed edge of the fabric loomed before me, and I felt like I was choking on eighteen thousand dollars, the price tag on Sylvia’s gown. Lorea and I were banking on the sale to launch our new dress business.

      Lorea knelt beside me and examined the hole. “You’d better pray that Sylvia doesn’t stop by for a surprise visit.”

      My stomach churned. “There isn’t time to order another.”

      “Hang on, we can still make this work.” Lorea ran the material through her fingers. The corners of her eyes crinkled in concentration. “Give me an hour, and you won’t be able to tell me where the hole was.”

      “Are you sure?” The hole looked more like a slit in the fabric, about six inches long.

      “I have to be.” Lorea jerked her head toward the clock.

      I followed the motion and cringed. It was nine forty-five. Sylvia had been known to stop by the boutique to start her day. “I’m taking a picture of that damage first. I can’t imagine how it could have made it through their quality checkpoint.” I stalked to my desk and grabbed my camera. Wriggling my shoulders, I imagined the stress rolling off and melting into the carpet.

      Lorea held the bottom of the hem so I could take pictures, and then she ripped the tape off the final box. She stood and surprised me with a hug. “Before I finish unpacking, I just wanted to say thank you so much for giving this dress business a chance.”

      I returned the embrace. “Thank you. I think this will give the shop the special flair I’ve been looking for.” I had been reluctant to add one more line of expense to my wedding planning business, but the wisdom of becoming a full-service bridal boutique couldn’t be ignored. In my expanded new business, I would plan the weddings and also give the bride the opportunity to buy wedding amenities directly from me. The two meshed seamlessly in the small town of Ketchum, where residents were used to driving more than an hour to get to a large department store.

      Lorea nodded. “I can see my dream of someday owning a dress shop coming true.”

      “Me, too. As long as we’re in the same building.”

      “For sure.” Lorea pulled up the flaps of the last box.

      My eyes kept straying to the hole in Sylvia’s gown. I ran through the conversation I’d be having with the dressmakers in China, and it wasn’t pretty. When I opened my boutique, I used every last cent of my savings and borrowed a few thousand dollars from my parents. Adding the dress business was a wise decision, and Lorea was carrying the brunt of the loan for that, but I didn’t have a backup plan if it failed. At that moment, I saw just how easily Sylvia Rockfort could ruin me—if she didn’t like her gown, then we wouldn’t get the coveted endorsement we needed in Country Bride Magazine. The referral would be wonderful, but if Sylvia decided the gown didn’t suit her, Lorea and I would be left holding the bill.

      “Wait a minute.” Lorea ran her hand along each of the gowns hanging in their individual garment bags. “Please tell me I can’t count.”

      “Um, math isn’t my favorite subject, either.”

      Shaking her head, Lorea began pulling all the packing material from the box.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “There are only nine dresses.” Her chin trembled slightly as she hurriedly recounted the gowns. “One is missing. I think it might be the one with the beaded hem.”

      My throat felt chalky. “The one Sylvia ordered in case she didn’t like her gown?”

      Lorea kept pulling packing material out of the box. Long strips of brown paper were quickly strewn across the floor. I dropped to the ground and dug through the box. Then I stood and recounted the gowns.

      “Let’s open up each bag and pull them out. Maybe there are two gowns in the same bag.”

      Lorea’s eyes lit up with hope. “That’s probably it.”

      Neither of us spoke, and the sound of plastic and rustling satin covered the dull roar of blood pumping in my ears. We were working against the clock for Sylvia’s wedding, and we couldn’t afford to upset her.

      “It’s not here. I can’t believe it,” Lorea cried. “Of all the dresses to go missing, it would be Sylvia’s alternate.”

      My imagined conversation with the dressmakers took a drastic turn, but I slowly breathed in and out. “You know what? She’s going to love her first choice. You’ll steer her in the right direction. Maybe convince her it would be bad luck to try on the other dress when the first one was obviously designed for her.”

      Lorea’s face had red splotches, and she blinked her eyes to clear them.

      I pointed at the gown with the gaping hole. “Let’s concentrate on one problem at a time. You fix the hole. I know you can work with that diva. I’ll back you up.”

      I knelt next to the box and began tossing the packing paper back in, but I froze when I focused on something caught in the tape lining the bottom of the box. Leaning forward, I reached for the tiny pearl. Three more beads were stuck in the corner. “Did any of the other dresses have pearl beading?”

      “No, it was just that one.”

      “Let’s empty the box and see if we can find any more of these beads.”

      “Huh?” Lorea studied the bead in my hand and gasped as I picked up the others.

      A powdery residue hugged the corners of the cardboard. The packing tape glimmered in the light with the same fine particles.

      “What’s this?” Lorea held up a shiny piece of metal.

      My skin prickled with goosebumps. “That looks like part of a razor blade.” I closed my eyes, but not before the image of blood trickling down a knife point seared my consciousness. A foreboding sense of discomfort broke through my dam of positive thinking. A million negative outcomes flowed through my mind, and I felt cords of tension tightening my shoulders. Taking a deep breath, I opened my eyes, commanding myself to stay in the present and focus on Lorea. “I don’t understand. Do you think our shipment was tampered with?”

      Lorea tilted the silver blade. “How fast can you get China on the phone?”
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        VINTAGE BRIDAL SHOWER FAVORS:             FIVE-MINUTE LAVENDER SACHETS

      

      

      Lay flat one doily or lace-edged handkerchief, and arrange lavender buds in center. Bring fabric up around the buds and tie off with ribbon or string to form a small bundle of buds. Your guests will enjoy these unique favors, which can be used to refresh a drawer, a car, a closet, or even a coat pocket.

      Courtesy of www.mashedpotatoesandcrafts.com.

      

      An hour later, my hands were still shaking from the tension radiating through my body. The dress-making company in China assured me that all the gowns had been shipped, so something must have happened in transit.

      I gripped the edge of the countertop and studied the gray and black flecks of paint. My customers didn’t know it was paint; my mother had helped me mask it to look like granite. The flecks of colors turned into so many dollar symbols before my eyes. With a shake of my head, I told Lorea, “They’re opening a case for investigation with the shipping company, and I’ll do the same from my end. They won’t charge us for the dress, but we won’t be seeing it anytime soon, either.”

      Lorea frowned as she snipped off a piece of thread. “So as long as Sylvia likes this dress, we’ll survive.” She continued working her tiny stitches to repair the hole in the gown.

      I knew Lorea was struggling to look on the bright side. That was usually my game. Rolling my shoulders back, I put on my best fake smile. “This is nothing we can’t handle, right?” I swaggered over to her side, flipped one of my blonde curls over my shoulder, and splayed my fingers, pretending to adjust a diamond on my left hand. “Beauty is no accident,” I said with a sniff.

      Lorea looked at me and laughed. She knew I was imitating Sylvia Rockfort, which made the situation even more hilarious because Lorea was usually the one poking fun at her least-favorite client. “You’re terrible, you know that?”

      The laughter zapped some of my stress, and I slid down into one of the office chairs we’d recovered with my signature teal, cream, and purple fabrics. “It really is strange to think that someone might have stolen that gown en route. How much were you going to sell it for?”

      “We weren’t sure because of the pearl beading, but I was thinking around six thousand.” Lorea smoothed the edge of the gown and examined it with a furrowed brow. “What do you think?”

      “You’re amazing.” I leaned forward and could barely make out the tiny stitches in the hemline. “No one will ever know the difference.”

      “You’d better hope so because Sylvia will be here soon.”

      “Okay, let’s stow these boxes first. We’re supposed to give them back to Colton as part of the shipping inquiry.”

      After I helped her haul out the boxes, Lorea called Sylvia so that she could prepare for her first bridal fitting.

      “She said she’ll try to get here before one o’clock.” Lorea replaced the phone and began a thorough inspection of each wedding gown.

      “Do you need my help?”

      “I got this.” Lorea’s fingers moved rapidly along the bodice of a dress, checking for imperfections.

      “Good. I’ve got some craft work to do before I run errands.” An hour later, my eyes were watering from scheduling several posts on the website I had created with my mom: mashed potatoesandcrafts.com. It was a hit in the virtual sphere of crafting, recipes, and DIY wedding tips. My mom still couldn’t believe that people from all over the world flocked to the site where country girls from Idaho shared their penchant for spuds and crafts. A craft blog was my guilty pleasure but one that worked perfectly with my wedding planning certification. I had created the site to share my favorite things with everyone, not just those in wedding mode, and so far it had been a lot of fun. Mashedpotatoesandcrafts.com had also given me one more way to document ideas I could share with prospective clients.

      I read through the simple steps needed to create favors for a vintage bridal shower. The pictures of “Five-Minute Lavender Sachets” made with antique hankies or lace doilies matched up perfectly with the instructions. My readers would love the idea, and I thought Lorea might like to do something similar for Natalie Berlin’s bridal shower.

      Clicking off the site, I stood and stretched, ignoring the dull pain in the small of my back. “I’m going to the post office, bank, and a couple other places. Do you need anything?”

      “I’m certain we will both need chocolate by the end of the day.” Lorea’s expression was completely serious.

      “You read my mind. The Rocky Mountain Chocolate Factory is one of my stops.” I grabbed my purse. “I hope I don’t miss our customer with the excited nostril.”

      Lorea laughed. “I’ll be sure to give you details if you miss her.”

      “I guess we should let Walter know that most of the shipment came through,” I said.

      “Good idea. I’ll give him a call.” Lorea picked up the phone. Walter Mayfield was the best jeweler in Ketchum. I had made it a point to check out his shop early on because I knew that part of being a successful wedding planner was in connections with other business owners. Plenty of couples visited Mayfield Diamonds, and Walter might be just the person to drop my name.

      Luckily for me, Walter and I had hit it off, and the older gentlemen had already referred some clients. In turn, I encouraged prospective brides to visit his store and view his fine creations. It was convenient that my shop was only two doors down from Mayfield Diamonds. When Lorea had taken a happy couple over to meet Walter nearly three months ago, she mentioned her dream of opening a wedding dress shop.

      A couple of weeks later, Walter told Lorea about his cousin Roland, who had connections with a clothing manufacturer in China. Elaborate wedding dresses were available for a fraction of the price, but they were still too expensive for Lorea’s meager budget.

      I ran my hand along the line of dresses now taking up space in the back room of my bridal boutique. The ten dresses we ordered had cost nearly eight thousand dollars. That was an incredible bargain, but with my savings already invested in a new business, I wasn’t able to front the cost. Walter offered to help Lorea get started by giving her a loan. He said that Roland would benefit, and he wanted to see her achieve her dreams.

      “Hmm. No one answers.” Lorea hung up the phone.

      “Maybe I can run over there and tell him on my way out,” I offered.

      “That’s a good idea.” Lorea smoothed the fabric on one of the gowns. “I have to keep pinching myself, Adri. They are so beautiful.”

      “It almost makes you want to get married, huh?”

      Lorea wrinkled her nose. “Not yet. But our brides will be happy.”

      “That’s right. When a bride-to-be sees these dresses, she’ll fall in love all over again.”

      Most of the gowns would be priced at around five thousand dollars each, but Sylvia’s dress flaunted a price tag of eighteen thousand dollars. We had special ordered it for less than twenty percent of the price she would be charged, which is why Lorea felt she could take the risk. With the profit from that one dress, she’d be able to pay back Walter and have enough cash to place an order for more. As long as Sylvia liked the dress and didn’t want to try on the missing gown. Banking on a diva’s nuptials was a risk, but as I examined another gown, I felt confident it was a risk well taken.

      Tinkling bells signaled a customer entering the shop as I headed for the back door. Lorea was entrenched in satin and tulle, so I dropped my purse and hurried out front. A man with neatly trimmed black hair stood by the window display. He was leaning over the elegant fondant wedding cake, his fingers barely brushing the soft-pink satin roses surrounding the second tier. The cake was a sample brought in by a bakery in Hailey, the town bordering Ketchum; the owner had hopes of being on my preferred associates list. Everyone who had seen the cake thought it was wonderful. Of course Lorea and I still needed to taste it, but that would have to wait until later.

      I recognized the man’s profile. My stomach flipped as I thought of our date Saturday night. Dallas Reynolds had waited on my table for the girls’ night Lorea and I had celebrated last Tuesday. When he asked me out, I surprised myself by agreeing. It was basically a blind date, and although I hated first-date jitters, I felt like we’d gotten through it quite nicely. He’d asked me out again for last night, but I had too much work to do, not to mention a bit of apprehension over treading into second-date territory.

      I straightened and flicked a piece of white thread from my black pants. “Dallas! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      He turned and smiled. “I had to run some errands on this end of town and thought I’d drop by to say hello.” He cleared his throat. “That is, if you’re not too busy right now.”

      His green eyes were incongruent with his Asian features, and I found myself staring into them for half a second too long, just as I had on Saturday night. He raised his left eyebrow, and his smile widened. Immediately, my face felt warm.

      “I was just heading out to run errands, but I’d love to show you around.” It was flattering that he had stopped by to see me— that he wanted to get to know me. The tingles riding along my nerves weren’t unpleasant, but it had been a long time since I’d been on a second date. I stepped forward and motioned to the desk where I helped clients sort through fabric swatches for centerpieces, type fonts for wedding invitations, and myriad other things. “This might bore you. Guys aren’t usually into the whole planning of the fairy-tale wedding.”

      Dallas ducked his head. “You’re right. I just needed an excuse to see you, but I am interested to know why you like being a wedding planner. I also love weddings—or at least, the cake they serve.”

      “Typical male. That’s why we have food—to get the best man to attend.”

      He laughed. It was a nice laugh.

      “Look, there’s an ice show this Thursday. A special event. You might have heard.” He shoved his hands in his jeans pockets. “Sasha Cohen is coming to town.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I remembered watching the talented skater when she won her first silver medal in the Olympics. I nodded. “I heard. She’s amazing.”

      “Would you like to come with me? I know it’s not much notice since it’s tomorrow.”

      I shot him a mega-watt grin. “I love figure skating.” Dallas returned the smile. “And dinner before?”

      This was it. I was committing to go on a second date with someone—after almost a year, I was finding strength to step forward. “Sure.”

      “I’ll pick you up at six?”

      “Sounds great. See you then.”

      He waved as he pulled the door open. The front door whooshed shut. My smile widened as I watched Dallas cross the street. I thought about why I had so readily agreed to go out with him. Of course, Sasha Cohen was hard to turn down. Usually after one date, however, I found enough excuses to keep from going out again. That was before Briette. Things were different now. I had promises to keep.

      I headed to the back to see how much of the conversation Lorea had overheard. My grin stretched ear to ear as I reentered the sewing room. Lorea raised her eyebrows, and the pins in her mouth wobbled as she tried to keep from smiling back.

      “Did you hear?”

      Placing a few more pins in the hem of the dress, Lorea let out a sigh. “You’re going to the ice show.”

      “To see Sasha Cohen!”

      “That almost makes me wish I had a date.”

      “You could, you know, if you would stop turning down every guy who asks you out.” I picked up a stray pin from the floor.

      “I’ve seen too much behind-the-scenes action to want to date anyone seriously.”

      “Who would think a wedding planner could be a cynic?”

      Lorea waved her pincushion at me. “I’m not a wedding planner; I’m your assistant. And I’m not a cynic. I’m just realistic.”

      I straightened a pile of fabric swatches and thought about how my promises included an attitude change. “I used to say that. But now I’m a ‘glass is half full’ kind of girl.”

      “Aren’t you forgetting Brett Hansen the night of his rehearsal dinner?”

      “Now, don’t blame that on me. Friend to friend, I tried to warn Gwen not to marry him.” I had a personal policy of honesty that Lorea liked to call “brazen bluntness.” Whatever it was called, it meant that I didn’t care about the money enough to help one of my friends make a mistake. I wasn’t afraid to break up an engagement—I wouldn’t stand idly by and let a girl marry a jerk if I could help it.

      “It’s too bad she didn’t listen to you before the wedding was planned instead of after she found her fiancé making out with the caterer. That would’ve saved her parents a lot of money.”

      I cringed. “That reminds me. We really need to look into some new catering businesses.”

      “Glad I’m in charge of dresses,” Lorea said.

      I made a note on my to-do list before scrolling through the images of the wedding gowns we were thinking of ordering for the next shipment. My eyes lingered on one of the dresses, and I tried not to think of how it reminded me of Briette’s gown. I looked down at my hands and saw that they were clenched into fists. The familiar strands of anxiety tightened my stomach. I straightened my shoulders and forced myself to relax. Not today. She would want me to be happy in my new business venture.

      Briette would have been excited for my date with Dallas. It was time for me to open my heart to new possibilities. I hoped I could find the courage to do so.
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        COFFEE FILTER ROSES

      

      

      For each rose, gather three four-cup and three eight- to twelve- cup unused basket-style coffee filters. Dye them using watercolors or watered-down acrylic paint. Dip and then dry.

      Stack the three large filters together. Flatten them out, then fold in half and in half again to form a triangular wedge. Using scissors, cut along the open end of the triangle to create a scalloped line. Do the same with the three small filters.

      Open the cut filters and place the small stack on top of the large stack. With your fingers, pinch the underside of the stack in the center, where the folds meet, which will cause the filters to crinkle together. Using a stapler, staple just above where your fingers have pulled the filters together.

      Turn the flower over and open up the filters. Beginning with the outermost filter, gather the filter at the base and pinch around the base to pull the circle tighter, forming ruffles and petal-like fullness. Repeat with each of the six filters, gathering them at the base and pinching along the bottom to create a stem-like bump on the bottom.

      Wind masking tape around the base to hold the shape. Fluff out the flower.

      Use coffee filter roses as table décor, hang from the backdrops or ceiling, or use them to create floral wreaths.

      Courtesy of www.mashedpotatoesandcrafts.com.

      
      Chatting with Dallas had put me a little behind, and the line at the post office was longer than I’d hoped. When I stopped by Walter’s store to tell him about the shipment, I found the store closed. A hand-written sign taped to the front door stated he was sick. It seemed strange that he didn’t have someone covering for him. I couldn’t recall a time when Mayfield Jewelers had ever been closed during regular business hours. Walter was looking forward to seeing the gowns, and Lorea and I were just as excited to show him, but it would have to wait.

      The sun burned off the cool mountain morning as I walked down the block to my building. Summer was fast approaching, but the temperatures were still sluggish, even this late in May. I unlocked the back door of my shop and stepped inside. Before I could greet Lorea, the wedding bells above the front door rang, and I recognized the click-click of stilettos.

      “Hello, darlings,” a familiar voice called out.

      Glancing at Lorea, I suppressed an eye-roll and went to greet our client.

      “Sylvia, how are you?”

      “I’m feeling radiant. Isn’t that how people describe a lovely bride?” Her hand fluttered, and the flash from a gargantuan diamond crossed my showroom as Sylvia Rockfort approached.

      As usual, I struggled to come up with an appropriate response to her self-aggrandizing behavior. So I settled for a nod and a smile.

      Sylvia looked as if she’d just stepped off a movie set. Her auburn hair was straight with just the right amount of shine, and the jeweled belt she wore with a light blue sundress accentuated her tiny waist. She directed one of her glamour-girl smiles my way. “I can’t wait to see my dress, although it probably will need to be taken in around the waist.”

      I thought I heard Lorea groan from the back room.

      “Lorea will be happy to help make it a perfect fit,” I answered Sylvia with a plastic smile. Depending on who you asked, I had either done something very good or very bad to deserve a bride like Sylvia. Her Hollywood-style wedding at the end of June would bring in a fat paycheck, but would I be sane enough when it was over to cash it? I fidgeted, smoothing out invisible wrinkles on my lime-green blouse.

      “Adrielle, I really wish you’d consider trying out my hair stylist.” Sylvia leaned toward me and lifted one of my blonde strands, letting the length of it slip through her fingers. “Not quite curly, not quite straight.”

      “It’s called relaxed, Sylvia,” Lorea said as she came to the front of the shop. “You should try it. Adri’s hair is beautiful.”

      Sylvia’s blue eyes narrowed. They were set too close together, and the plastic surgeon’s symmetry must have been off when he fixed her nose because one of the nostrils flared in a crooked slant when she was annoyed or angry. I cleared my throat and accidentally elbowed Lorea. “What she means is, my hair stylist thinks it’s beautiful, and I’m not due for another trim yet.”

      “Follow me,” Lorea said. “I have everything ready for your first fitting.”

      I hung back and listened to Sylvia’s exclamations of delight as she examined the gown, and Lorea helped her try it on. We didn’t have a private fitting room in the bungalow-turned-wedding headquarters, but I had set up a partition which offered the look and feel we were after.

      “We’re ready,” Lorea called.

      I thought I heard a note of satisfaction in her voice, and when I entered the room I could see why. Lorea held a measuring tape and slowly twirled the bride-to-be in front of our full-length mirror. The satin bodice was tight-fitting against Sylvia’s small waist, and the dress flared at the hip line, flattering her tall physique. Lorea put on a tiny pair of reading glasses she kept on a beaded chain around her neck to magnify her work. She examined the hem carefully.

      Sylvia leaned over and looked at the hem as well. “I love the design, don’t you?”

      Lorea nodded, and I could see her shoulders relax. “It’s lovely.” “We need to get a couple more mirrors to do that gown justice,” I said. “You look beautiful.”

      “Isn’t it divine?” Sylvia fingered the delicate beadwork on the bodice. “I love how it sparkles. Lorea said it would be bad luck to try on the other gown when this one is so obviously me, but I just have to make sure.”

      “I think I agree with Lorea.” I inclined my head slightly and lifted a brow. Lorea shrugged and held up her crossed fingers.

      The creamy strapless gown showed off Sylvia’s tanned skin. She had pulled her auburn locks into a chignon for the fitting. Sylvia did look beautiful. Even though she hadn’t been lovely to deal with, it was a nice change to see a smile and relaxed brows instead of the spoiled slant I had come to expect.

      “I feel like everything is going to be perfect now,” Sylvia said. “Oh, Adri, I know I’ve been difficult. Things have just been so stressful with Natalie planning her wedding the same time as mine.” Sylvia stepped forward and grasped my hands. “But now it just feels like everything is coming together like I dreamed it would.”

      My nerves tingled at the mention of the person Sylvia considered her rival and worst enemy, Natalie Berlin. I hurried to change the subject. “Everything is on schedule, and I’m meeting with a couple new caterers for your bridal shower. I think one of them might be perfect for the theme you’ve selected.”

      “What about the country club?” The familiar slant returned. “Will they budge on the time at all?” She straightened, trying to appear taller, but my five-foot-ten inch height couldn’t be matched by her high heels.

      My head began to throb. “They were firm about their time frame, but I was able to reserve the club starting at two o’clock as a special circumstance.”

      “Wonderful!” Sylvia clapped her hands, and I noticed Lorea’s attempt at a fake smile.

      “I’m almost finished, Sylvia,” Lorea said. “The dress seems to have been made for you. Only a few minor alterations will be needed.”

      I looked at the gown again. It was beautiful.

      “Adri, can you pull out the other gown while Lorea finishes up? My friend Lisa says that she could be getting a ring any day. I thought she might like the other dress.”

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Lorea interrupted. “It’s the third dress hanging over there.” She pointed, and her eyes seemed to scream at me, Just play along!

      My steps were hesitant as I approached the line of garment bags. Each wedding gown was a possibility and a risk at the same time. Did Lorea think that one of the gowns was close enough to Sylvia’s alternate? If so, I hoped she wouldn’t be able to tell the difference. For half a second, a part of me thought about coming clean, but I swallowed hard and choked on the painful truth. Lorea knew what she was doing: avoid making Sylvia angry, at any cost.

      I would have to play along. The click of the zipper was akin to a timer counting down to an explosion. The dress was eager to escape the confines of plastic and spill its tulle and satin onto the floor. I noted the train on the back and hefted the fifteen pounds of fabric, moving slowly toward Sylvia.

      She narrowed her eyes. “That isn’t my backup dress. Lorea, don’t you remember, it had a bell skirt.”

      “That’s right.” Lorea nodded. “Hmm, now I remember the problem. That particular dress was discontinued, and there was a mix-up with the order.”

      “What?” Sylvia’s eyes flashed with anger. “But we ordered it. How could they discontinue it? And why didn’t you say so in the first place?”

      I felt my heart rate increase, but Lorea held up her hand to stop Sylvia’s protest and spoke rapidly. “Tell you what. Let’s get you out of this dress, and you can take a look at the other gowns. I know for a fact that none of them comes close to how extraordinary this gown is, but that way you will know for sure.”

      Sylvia’s gaze flicked to the gowns hanging innocently in their dress bags, and then she turned her head and looked in the mirror again. The sneer was replaced with a demure smile. “I think you’re right, Lorea.”

      She had echoed my words of earlier, but I knew we had barely missed a diva-sized tantrum. “I’ll be at my desk if you need me.” I wanted to breathe in my own level-headed space for a while.

      “Thanks, Adri,” Lorea called. I heard the relief in her voice.

      I sat in my office chair and retrieved one of the cream binders with turquoise accents and silver embossed words on the front: Adrielle Pyper’s Dream Weddings, Where happily ever after is your destination. I ran my fingers over the words and smiled. When I designed my shop, I had selected some of Briette’s and my favorite colors to decorate with—turquoise and purple. The signature mix made it easy to recognize my mark on the otherwise boring pages I filled out for my clients.

      Each of my clients was assigned a binder when we began preparations for her wedding. I looked at the other three binders stacked neatly on the bookshelf beside the desk and thought about the fifth one tucked away in the office safe. Two weddings during the month of June and three more in July. It didn’t sound like much, but I handled everything from the typeface on the invitations to the musicians playing the couple’s first dance.

      A twelve percent commission might not sound like much, either, but with clients like Sylvia Rockfort, a wedding costing 100,000 dollars was well below what her incredibly rich parents thought their daughter deserved. So I put up with Miss Nostril because twelve percent of her projected 175,000-dollar expense sheet would go a long way in my business.

      I flipped through a few pages of Sylvia’s wedding binder and glanced back at the safe. The Rockfort-Porter wedding had come to me with only a two-month lead time. Because of the time crunch, I added a rush fee of five thousand dollars. The Rockforts had expected as much and signed the contract happily, which left me wishing I’d charged ten thousand extra.

      Several indicators led me to assume I wasn’t selected merely for my skill or charm. Word leaked out that I was planning the prestigious nuptials of movie star Brock Grafton and homegrown Natalie Berlin, which generated some interest in future wedding dates and new clientele. For the Rockforts, it generated a definite need to hire me as their wedding coordinator. Brock Grafton was Sylvia’s ex-boyfriend, and rumor had it that at one time they had been close to tying the knot. Maybe he hadn’t been able to get over that crooked nostril.

      When Mrs. Bonnie Rockfort grilled me for details about the Berlin-Grafton wedding, I had to cite client privilege. “You wouldn’t want me telling people your daughter’s unique plans for her centerpieces, would you?” That shut her up, but the Rockforts kept a sharp eye on my list of vendors, trying to analyze which one Natalie would choose so they could best her. That was why I kept her wedding details under lock and key.

      Thirty minutes later, I heard Lorea finishing up with Sylvia and decided to check on her. I stepped into the back room. “Is there anything else you need?”

      “Actually, yes.” Sylvia pivoted toward Lorea, who was bent over a piece of fabric with a mouthful of pins. “It’s short notice, but I need another bridesmaid dress. My best friend from high school divorced her husband.” Sylvia lowered her voice. “Jeff was my boyfriend clear through senior year. I don’t think he ever got over me.” She sighed. “Anyway, she’s seen the error of her ways and we’re besties again—just like the old days. She must be in my wedding.” Sylvia leaned closer to Lorea. “That won’t be a problem, right?”

      The inside of my cheek stung from biting it. I couldn’t make eye contact with Lorea or I might say something I’d regret—or worse, my contained laugh might come out as a snort. Lorea’s skin practically buzzed with anger, but she pulled the pins from her mouth and gave Sylvia a stiff smile. “Have her call and give me her measurements, and I’ll get started on it.”

      “I just knew you’d come through.” Sylvia patted the top of Lorea’s head. “Such a sweet little thing.”

      It was fortunate Sylvia was so oblivious to everyone around her—otherwise she couldn’t have missed the smolder in Lorea’s eyes or the way Lorea flinched when Sylvia patted her head.

      “I’m betting the magazine will want to do a feature on my dress,” Sylvia said. “I’ll have my people call their people and get back with you.”

      “That would be wonderful. Thank you, Sylvia,” I gushed.

      “Ta, ta, darlings.” Sylvia waved, and her twelve-carat diamond ring just missed Lorea’s forehead. I covered a laugh as Lorea yanked another pin from the pincushion around her wrist. After the door closed and I checked to be sure Sylvia was on her way, I turned to Lorea. “So, how did it go?”

      Lorea stabbed her pincushion with a needle. “When I envisioned my future as a dressmaker, Sylvia was never in those dreams.”

      “We’ll get through it,” I said. “When I lived in San Francisco, there were a few bridezillas I worked with at Bellissima.” I thought about the difference of owning my business. The clients I dealt with on a monthly basis when I lived in California were mostly pleasant and there was always someone to assist me—here it was just Lorea and me. Not to mention that in addition to our current work load of wedding planning, the two of us had decided to venture into the wedding dress side of the business.

      Lorea pulled out a dress and grumbled, “If I have to pick out this hem one more time . . .”

      I drummed my nails on the counter. “Just think how much Sylvia is paying for each additional alteration.”

      Lorea scowled. She adjusted the silver chain holding the Basque cross, each arm of the cross curved, angling into the next in a sweeping pattern. Her frown lines reverted to a smirk. “Not to mention the price of her wedding dress.”

      I raised my eyebrows. “Yes, there is that to consider.”

      “But now I have to deal with fitting another one of her lovely friends.” Lorea kicked her shoes off, kneeling on the floor to cut fabric. She wore five-inch wedge sandals so clients wouldn’t tower over her, but she always took them off when she was sewing.

      “I’m surprised we’ve made it this far. I thought she would ’ve called it off by now,” I said.

      Lorea shook her head. “I might win that bet. It shouldn’t be hard to believe, but I can’t fathom getting engaged to try to make Brock jealous.”

      We’d discussed our secret theory a few times, but I still wasn’t sure if Sylvia was out to get Brock back or if she just wanted to win the competition for Most Glorious Wedding.

      “She doesn’t have a chance with Brock. He and Natalie are a perfect match,” Lorea said. “I wish we didn’t have to deal with Sylvia at all.”

      “At least we have Natalie, thanks to you.”

      Lorea’s shoulders relaxed when I mentioned the other wedding we were planning, the one for her best friend. “I might quit if it weren’t for Natalie.” She sighed. “But Sylvia’s dress really is perfect. I’m so glad she liked it.”

      “It probably helped that you told her it was one of a kind and the most expensive dress coming into the store.”

      Lorea nodded, and then she looked at me, her eyes scrunching in the corners as if deciding to share a secret.

      “Whatever you want to say, just say it.” I tilted my head in her direction.

      Lorea laughed. “I keep thinking about the dress with the organza frills. I know Natalie has something else picked out, but I can just see her in it.” She pulled the measuring tape through her fingers. “Would it be totally inappropriate to ask her to come down and try it on?”

      My gaze traveled over Lorea’s head to the gown in question hanging for display. The bodice was fitted, embellished with thousands of sparkling sequins outlining the embroidered roses that reached to the hipline. Then the ruffles started, and I loved every one of them. The lightweight organza kissed the glittering tulle skirt with nearly thirty layers of frills covering the wide bell skirt of the princess dress. Natalie would look exquisite in it.

      I sighed. “I couldn’t live with myself if we didn’t let her at least see it.”

      Lorea grinned, and I noticed her squeezing the pincushion. “I’ll call and tell her it’s my duty as her bridesmaid to introduce her to this dress.” She dashed off to make the call, her reading glasses swinging haphazardly from their chain. A few minutes later, she returned. “Natalie will be here in an hour. She told me she was just looking at bridal magazines, wondering if she really was in love with the dress she was thinking of buying. She sounded so happy I called.”

      “That’s great. Can you imagine if we could sell that dress, too? We’d have enough money to pay cash for the next shipment.”

      Lorea nodded, and I knew she was mentally calculating how far the gown’s price tag of eleven thousand dollars would take us.

      Moving to my desk, I clicked through a few spreadsheets and brought up my to-do list. I enjoyed planning weddings, and working on Natalie’s had been more satisfying than most. But my feelings differed for my other major client. To say that Sylvia’s wedding plans had been exhausting would be an understatement. She had pushed the limits on every aspect of her dream wedding. One thing was certain, though—the Rockfort-Porter wedding would be absolutely gorgeous. I scrolled through my contact list and pulled up Frankie Lawson’s number.

      “Hello, you’ve reached Francesca Lawson, wedding coordinator for the Sun Valley Lodge. We’d love to make your day unforgettable, so please leave a message, and I’ll get back with you soon.”

      I waited for the beep. “Hi, Frankie. This is Adri. I wondered if you’d talked to the chef yet about the possibility of making a second wedding cake shaped out of the fourteen different cheeses Sylvia selected. I’ll have some color samples ready for you later today so the crackers don’t clash with the linen.”

      Biting the inside of my cheek again, I ended the call. I took
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