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      Something borrowed, something blue, Olivia’s a bridezilla, and Andrew’s pretty scared too…

      Olivia is on the warpath of wedding planning. She’s ticking off her tasks rapid fire: flowers, food, and fireworks; all are checked off just in time for Andrew to get hit writing a big check of his own. He’s beginning to get suspicious of her motives, since his blushing bride has gone from dragging her feet on a proposal, to suddenly running down the aisle.

      Olivia doesn’t want to admit that she’s trying to get hitched before her cold feet get the best of her. Instead she leans heavily on her super strict wedding planner, Lacy McBride, to keep her eye on the prize. But when Olivia stumbles upon Lacy dead in the middle of a mock reception table, cake fork in hand, she feels her safety net evaporating.  

      Now, Olivia must shift her attention from planning the event to solving the crime to clear her name. Not because she’s a suspect, but because of “The Bride’s Curse”—an old jinx that dooms any bride not marrying for love, and their planner! No wedding planner in Lexingburg will work with Olivia until the crime’s origins are clear. However, the deeper she falls into Lacy’s mystery the more Olivia sees that wedding planning can be murder...
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      Lacy McBride, wedding planner extraordinaire, carefully looked over the dishes on display. She was almost finished with her inspection, and a delicious treat was waiting for her enjoyment.

      A swift glance at the clock made her smile in satisfaction. Everything was going perfectly. She was in more demand than any other wedding planner in Lexingburg, and she was currently working with the perfect bride. The woman had no idea what she wanted and seemed more eager with every nudge that Lacy gave her.

      Lacy nodded to herself. Now that she'd secured a rapidly approaching date, soon the venue she'd had her eye on for months would finally be hers.

      Well—partly hers anyway—but the exclusive rights to the wedding there would make her the most popular wedding planner in town. The money would roll in. She laughed aloud at the thought. Everyone else would have no choice but to pack their bags and go elsewhere.

      Humming merrily to herself, she sashayed around the floor, coming to an abrupt halt.

      Several of the dessert forks had smudges on them. Frowning, she plucked each one of the offenders from their display box and brought them over to the desk. She had planned on changing out the display tomorrow, but there was no harm in getting it done tonight. After all, if she didn't keep things fresh and updated, her clients might get bored.

      But first, she had a victory to celebrate.

      A round, rich, vanilla mini-cake, waiting on the plate before her, was calling her name. Although brides and vendors were always sending her cake samples and slices of cake as a thank you, this one was different. This represented a peace offering.

      The desperate act of a desperate person.

      Smiling smugly, she sat down and picked up a fork. The cake had a wonderful almond aroma. The antique-white buttercream frosting was artfully applied, supplying the perfect background to set off the beautiful dark navy rose. Lacy could imagine a bride standing next to this cake, dressed in a gorgeous mermaid-flair dress lined in pearls, with her bridesmaids all adorned in navy shades. It would make for a gorgeous wedding.

      She'd ask for the cake decorator's name. Lacy felt sure that—her lips curved in a smile as she thought of the perfect epithet—that loser would not want to give it to her, but she could hint that it was another step toward her goodwill. After all, Lacy had broken her victim so easily before. The loser wanted nothing more than to return to the fold, but Lacy enjoyed the feeling of power. She reveled in the pained look on a bride's face when she kicked her to the curb, on a vendor's face when she blocked that persona non grata from the wedding scene. It was a ruthless business, and only the most cutthroat would survive.

      Lacy McBride had every intention of surviving.

      Almost all of them begged her forgiveness for whatever wrongs they'd done her, and that moment of victory was the most exhilarating feeling in the world. No drug even came close.

      Like tonight. The peace offering was a surprising move, and Lacy would have to put some thought into how she would counter that move. Would she show mercy? Or would she remind her new doormat that this was her world, and no one would usurp her from her throne.

      Picking up the fork, she carefully wiped off the smudges with a maroon and silver printed cocktail napkin. She admired the perfect crumb as the edge of her fork sliced through a corner—not too moist, not too dry—and inhaled the luscious, enticing aroma as she lifted that much-anticipated first bite to her parted lips. She paused, hovering the fork, drawing out the moment and all its pleasure. Then, feeling like the Queen of Hearts, Lacy delicately took her first bite.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      The rain came down in sheets, splattering on the sidewalk and effectively clearing Main Street. A chill wrapped around Olivia Rickard as she huddled under the awning of her sister's bakery. She stamped her feet, in search of elusive warmth. Her tennis shoes were still soaking wet from rain, and mud was caked on their soles. In her arms, a small, displeased pug wriggled and cried. Holding him closer, she tried to tuck him into the front of her light jacket in an attempt quiet him and warm him up. The poor old dog suffered from arthritis and hated being out in the cold, but his owner demanded that the dog be walked in all types of weather, and since that was her motto for Happy Tails Dog Walking, Olivia could hardly point out that maybe Clyde would be more comfortable exercising indoors. As it was, Olivia ended up carrying him most of the time, which seemed equally bothersome to Clyde. There was simply no pleasing him.

      His nails scraped against her neck. "Ouch," she muttered, pushing his foot away. "Would you stop?"

      Clyde grunted in answer, and Olivia promptly set him down on the wet pavement, just managing to avoid a puddle. The pug heaved a huge sigh and looked up at her through bulging eyes as though she'd betrayed him in some horrible way.

      "This is not my fault," she insisted. "I'm just doing my job."

      A movement caught Clyde's attention, and he barked in sharp yaps as another figure came rushing toward them. "Really, Olivia! People are going to think that you've lost your mind if you start talking to the dogs in public," Janelle said, juggling with her umbrella in her hurry to get her keys out. Dressed in jeans and a chef's coat, Olivia's older sister still managed to look gorgeous despite the horrible weather. Her makeup was artfully applied, highlighting her high cheekbones and smooth olive skin. A shimmery eyeliner brought out the gold flecks in her eyes, and soft pink glossed her lips.

      Olivia felt a stab of jealousy—although it was her own fault. The two sisters looked remarkably similar; not identical, of course, as Olivia was taller and Janelle curvier. The older sister wore her thick, lush hair in a cute, flippy short style. Olivia kept her hair longer so she could easily pull it back in a ponytail. Although Olivia obsessively watched makeup tutorials on YouTube, she rarely bothered with the stuff, which was part of the reason why Janelle looked spectacular, and Olivia looked like a drowned rat.

      "You'd be yelling at the dog, too, if you had to deal with him. He's like a grumpy old man," Olivia insisted.

      Shaking out her umbrella, Janelle shouldered her large tote and unlocked the bakery. Clyde immediately scampered in, and Janelle gasped. "You can't let him wander loose in there! He smells awful!"

      "You're the one who wanted me to help you buy the brownstone so I could have an office above you," Olivia pointed out. "I do walk dogs for a living."

      "Well, they're not allowed to run around down here. Take him upstairs while I make us some coffee," Janelle ordered, surveying the darkened room with a frown. "Where is he, anyway?"

      "Clyde!" Olivia called, although she suspected that the old dog was following his nose. She had recently acquired an older dog of her own, a basset hound named Fender. Mayor Hutchinson had adopted him a couple of months ago, hoping to win the affections of Lady Celeste, the town's psychic, and when that didn't work, he had thrust the dog into Olivia's care. The poor thing was so old that Olivia had suspected he wouldn't make it more than a week, but it had turned out that Fender was much livelier than anyone might expect. While he feigned deafness and occasional blindness, he had no problems sniffing out food. He didn’t even seem to mind staying at home, warm and dry and sleeping, while Olivia walked other people’s dogs.

      Olivia suspected that Clyde was rooting around in the storage room, and as it turned out, she was right.

      "I don't understand why I had to meet you so early," she grumbled after snagging the grunting roly-poly pup. She carried him to the stairwell. "The sun is barely up."

      "Maybe now that you know how early I have to get up to start baking, you'll appreciate all the treats that you steal," Janelle pointed out.

      Olivia started up the stairs, feeling for the first few shadowy steps until light flashed behind her, lighting the stairwell wall when her sister flipped the downstairs light switch. Even better, she heard the splashing sound of Janelle pouring water into the well of the bakery’s coffee machine. Her sister’s voice called up to her, "Besides, you're so busy with wedding planning, it's hard to get you to stand still long enough to actually talk to you."

      She opened the door at the top of the stairs and put the dog down on the floor, and Clyde wiggled his little butt madly and set out to investigate the main room. Finally, having smelled all the smells to be found and content to be inside and warm, Clyde curled up in one of the many dog beds strewn about upstairs.

      Listening to Janelle’s ranting, faint as it was, drifting up through the stairwell, Olivia couldn't help but glance down at the ring on her finger. For weeks, she'd dodged Andrew's proposal because she'd been unsure if she was ready, but once the question was out, there was only one answer.

      Yes.

      "I would think that you'd be happy," Olivia called, closing the pet-gate inside the door to keep the dog in. She jogged down the stairs. Reaching the bottom, she lowered her voice to a conversational tone. "After all, you were the one who went behind my back to team up with Andrew in his scheme to propose."

      Janelle shot her a disapproving look. "Really, Olivia, you're being ridiculous. It's a proposal, not an act of treason. I just tried to help things along. You're happy now, so what's the big deal?"

      Olivia knew how difficult it was for Janelle to admit that she was wrong, but her big sister had wanted a romantic proposal for Olivia, and even though things hadn't gone to Janelle’s plan, the proposal had ended up being just perfect for Olivia. Strangely enough, now that Olivia was in planning mode, her sister never seemed to want to talk about the wedding. Frustrating. "I'm here now, so why don't you just tell me what you need."

      The smell of coffee filled the small bakery, and Olivia watched it brew with fierce concentration. She would agree to just about anything to get a cup. Her sister's text to meet her this morning had been unwelcome, but she'd already been up—Since the wedding preparations had begun, Olivia hadn't gotten much sleep.

      "Sign these. Right now," Janelle said suddenly. Her voice had a sharp, impatient edge that shook Olivia out of her stupor.

      Blinking, she turned her head and stared at her sister. "What?"

      "You've dragged your feet every step of the way during the buying process, Olivia, but the time for procrastinating is over. Now, Franklin has patched the roof and fixed the pipes. You have no other reason to stall, so we have to sign so we can start the closing process. Otherwise, in a week, Franklin can go with another bid."

      "It's not stalling," Olivia argued. "It's making a good decision when it comes to a huge purchase.” She eyed her sister narrowly. “Sometimes I think there isn't a hesitant bone in your body. You decide that you want something, and you go right for it—without considering all the options." There had been a time she'd doubted her decision to buy the brownstone with Janelle. Her sister had rented this piece of prime real estate for a year to get her bakery up and running, and when the landlord had offered to sell it to her, she’d jumped at the chance. Unfortunately, Janelle didn't have the money to buy it herself and assumed that Olivia would help.

      Buying the brownstone would make it harder for Olivia to leave the small town that she had grown up in. Even worse, the thought of going into business with her sister had horrified her—but things had changed.

      Together, Olivia and Janelle had faced the crazed killer of Yvette Dunn and managed to bond.

      Olivia had found the strength to tell her sister the truth, and Janelle had agreed to be more cautious about the sale.

      In fact, her sister had taken all of her advice. But now . . .

      "I'm not signing anything without reading it," Olivia said, reaching for the papers. "But I'll look them over before the deadline. I see that you've signed them. Did you bother to read them?"

      "It's a standard contract of sale, Olivia. Don't be so paranoid!" Grabbing some paper cups from the cabinet, Janelle slid one into a cardboard sleeve and poured out steaming coffee. "Promise me that you'll look them over tonight."

      "I don't know if I'll get a chance to do it tonight. I have another meeting with Lacy to discuss flowers. I thought I wanted lilies, but now I'm not so sure." It turned out that planning a wedding was a complicated affair. Olivia had been all ready to simply marry Andrew in the courthouse, but everyone else in the world had dug their heels in at her suggestion. So she’d started tentatively planning a wedding, only to discover that it was a horrendous affair. She'd hired the best, Lacy McBride, to help her get everything put together. Olivia had never been much of a girlie-girl, but she suddenly had the urge to plan the perfect wedding.

      Maybe it was just the competitive side of her talking.

      After pouring in her favorite hazelnut creamer, Olivia stirred the steaming brew to disperse the clouds in the coffee and blew on the top to cool it down. Her mother used to snap at her to just wait until it cooled on its own, and the habit was born more out of her small act of rebellion than actually wanting to cool the drink down. Inhaling the comforting aroma of the coffee, Olivia closed her eyes and took the first sip. As the warm liquid slid down her throat, she felt instantly more amiable.

      "I think you have a problem," Janelle muttered. "You are addicted to caffeine."

      Olivia just shrugged and smiled. "You didn't make the whole pot just for me. I'll see if I can't look at the papers before the end of the week. You could have given them to me this afternoon."

      "Like I said, you've been busy."

      "You could have given them to Mom. She seems to have no problems hunting me down." Pamela Rickard had been overjoyed that her youngest daughter was finally getting married, and she'd thrown herself into the wedding planning. She hadn’t minced words in expressing her displeasure when Olivia had hired a wedding planner, and Olivia’s mother and Lacy had done nothing but butt heads since the very beginning.

      The rain had eased up, and Olivia headed back up the steps to retrieve Clyde. "I've got a few other dogs that I need to walk this morning. I'll call you as soon as I look over the papers," she called over her shoulder.

      "Sign them and you'll have a dry place to keep the dogs rather than forcing them run in the rain," Janelle’s smug voice carried up the stairs.

      "Yeah, yeah." Clyde moaned in despair as Olivia carried him down the stairs and opened the bakery door. She tucked him easily under his arm and ignored his protests. "See you later, sis!"

      Outside, she glanced at the sky in speculation. Although it was only drizzling, the clouds looked as though they were merely taking a break. It was a good ten-minute jog to Clyde's owner’s house, and Olivia wasn't really one to jog.

      "Olivia!”

      Whipping her head around, she saw Andrew walking briskly toward her. Smiling, she took a moment to drink him in.

      Andrew Patterson was one of the handsomest men she'd ever met. A newcomer in Lexingburg, he'd moved from Connecticut to head the IT department at the hospital in Lowell, a neighboring city. He was a few years older than Olivia. His shaggy dark hair was perfect for running her fingers through, his dark, smoldering eyes sometimes took her breath away, and his impish smile melted her heart. Although she had been hesitant at every step in their relationship, he had never seemed to doubt her for an instant.

      "My, isn't this a surprise?" she said flirtatiously as she put Clyde down and embraced Andrew. "You can't go more than few hours without me?"

      Rather than playing along, he just frowned and drew something out of his coat pocket. "Olivia, what is this?"

      Confused, she glanced down at the brochure in his hand.

      He was upset. That was rare.

      "That's the brochure for the wedding venue. Isn't it gorgeous?"

      "Gorgeous? Olivia, it's four hours away. Why do we need to travel so far to get married?"

      Olivia immediately felt defensive as she tried to explain her reasoning. "Lacy just purchased some shares on the land. That gives her clients first choice when picking a date. I know it's a bit of a drive, but people travel all over the country to get married there. It's got a gorgeous view of the river, several ballrooms for entertaining, and rooms for the guests to stay in, not to mention that we're getting a great deal. I thought that you'd love it?" In an attempt to soothe him, she reached up and pressed her hand to his chest.

      Normally, when she did that, he'd take her hand and kiss her fingers, but this time, he just shook his head.

      "Why are you moving so fast to plan this wedding? I told you that I'd give you all the time you wanted during the engagement. I know how you are about change."

      He wasn't wrong. Normally, Olivia hated change, and for a while, the thought of getting married had made her break out in hives. It didn't help that the whole town was watching her and making bets on whether she'd go through with it. Until Andrew had come along, Olivia had been notorious for breaking up with her boyfriends before their one-year anniversary, but the wedding-planning process—especially since she'd hired Lacy—had gone smoothly.

      Lacy had pointed out the obvious. The sooner they had the wedding, the sooner it would be over.

      "This is just how Lacy gets things done. I don't have any doubts about marrying you, Andrew. I just want to do it as soon as possible. Don't you feel the same?"

      He ignored her question. "We need to sit down and talk tonight, Olivia. We had a budget set up for a longer engagement. We can't afford to get married this quickly."

      Puzzled, she cocked her head. Was he suggesting that they couldn't afford the wedding she'd spent so much time meticulously planning?

      Silence fell between them, and he finally sighed. "Why don't I give you and Clyde a ride back? The weather doesn't look like it's going to hold much longer."

      "Don't you have to go to work?"

      "I have time, Olivia. We have time."

      The implication was clear, but she didn't acknowledge it. Instead, she bent and gathered Clyde back into her arms, and they headed to Andrew's car. The drive back was silent as Olivia tried to collect her thoughts. Everyone was pushing her to get married, and now that she'd embraced the traditions of wedding planning, she couldn't seem to make anyone happy. Her own mother wasn't speaking to her, her sister didn't seem to care, and now even Andrew was upset with her.

      Andrew was never upset. Even when she'd investigated Yvette's murder—after he'd told her not to—he didn't get angry. When Samantha had nearly run her over, he still hadn’t yelled at her. But now, when she was throwing herself headfirst into wedding planning, he wanted to argue about things?

      How backward was that?

      And it didn't escape her notice that when she'd asked if he wanted to marry her, he'd ignored the question.

      She knew that Andrew loved her.

      It wasn't possible that he was getting cold feet—was it?
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      That evening, as she took a handful of dogs for the final walk of the day, Olivia met up with her best friend, Jackie Jones. Sometimes she had overnight dogs or dogs that she needed to walk late at night, but lately, the people of Lexingburg were staying close to home. The constant rain made it difficult to plan day trips.

      Jackie was the owner of Shelfie, the bookshop next to Happy Endings. She, Olivia, and Janelle had grown up with each other, and often Jackie acted as the buffer between the two sisters. With her flaming-red hair and quick temper, she'd caused more than her fair share of gossip in the small town, but she never seemed to care what anyone thought of her.

      "Have you checked out the new Rose Palmer mystery?" Jackie asked casually as they left Olivia's neighborhood and headed toward the dog park.

      Olivia gave her friend a sour look. "I told you that I'd given up those books." After getting involved in Yvette's murder and accusing the wrong person of killing her, Olivia had sworn off her beloved mystery series. Rose Palmer was the closest thing Olivia had to a role model, but she'd quickly realized that solving mysteries just wasn't for her.

      "I see that you're still being ridiculous. You can still read the books even if you aren't gallivanting around town attempting to solve murders. You've been reading them for years!"

      Shrugging, Olivia studiously avoided her friend's gaze. "And now that I've
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