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Chapter 1

“Are you following me?” 

It probably came out sounding more like an accusation than a question, but Brooke Coleman was still reeling from discovering her least favorite person in the world, Derek Hodges, sitting in her office chair, with his Armani-clad feet propped up on her desk. 

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” he replied with a wink. 

Brooke dropped her briefcase and purse in one of the leather chairs situated opposite from her desk and crossed her arms defiantly over her chest. It would’ve been so easy to let herself get distracted over the way he commanded the room with his very presence or the suggestive way his blue eyes roamed over her body as soon as she walked in the room. But, no, she wasn’t going to let that happen. Not with Derek. Not ever with Derek Hodges. 

“I thought I was through dealing with you for a little while now that the Ericson wedding is over,” she remarked. “To what do I owe this honor?”

He threw his head back and laughed. If she wasn’t so annoyed over his unexpected visit, Brooke would’ve let the deep, throaty sound of his laughter sink into her bones. Instead, she squared her shoulders and brushed it off without a second thought. 

“It looks like you and I are going to be spending some more time together over the next few weeks. Your clients, Megan and Wade, contacted me late last night. They want to hire me as the event planner for their wedding. They’ve decided to have the ceremony at the Riverdale Cathedral and the reception at the Drake Hotel.”

Brooke was livid. Honestly, she was beyond livid. At the moment, she couldn’t even think of another word to describe just how angry she felt. 

“What?” she exclaimed. “But we’ve been planning an outdoor wedding and reception at his father’s lake house for two months now!” 

Derek rose from behind the desk and stuffed his hands inside his pants pockets. He approached her cautiously, as if expecting her to pounce. 

“Look, don’t shoot the messenger. Megan said she would call you this morning when you got to work, and I just felt I should warn you first. After all, I know how much you love having me around.” 

He leaned in to her slightly, and the masculine scent of his cologne wafted through her senses and left her knees wobbly. For a moment, she thought he might kiss her, which was both exciting and ludicrous at the same time. After all, the man couldn’t stand her, and the feeling was mutual. 

The sound of her desk phone ringing snapped her back to reality. 

“That’s probably her right now. Do you want me to sit in on this one with you?” he asked.

He said it in his usual mocking tone, which made her temper bristle even more. Straightening her spine, Brooke placed her hands on her hips and glared at him. 

“Slither back to your hole, Hodges.” 

Derek’s shoulders slumped as he playfully pouted his lips. 

“Now, Brooke...why do always have to say such hateful things to me? I’m crushed.”

Before she could stop herself, Brooke lunged at him, flexing her hands and preparing to strike if he didn’t move out of her way, which he did...and quickly. As she rounded her desk to answer the phone, Derek walked to the door, but not before flashing her another one of his winning smiles. 

“I’m looking forward to working with you again, Brooke!” 

Brooke snatched the cordless phone of its cradle just as the door closed behind him. If the closest heavy object hadn’t been the expensive Tiffany paperweight she received from one of her favorite clients, she would’ve been tempted to hurl it at the door. Closing her eyes, Brooke inhaled deeply before putting the phone to her ear and attempting to carry on a civilized conversation. 

This wedding couldn’t be over with fast enough. 

* * * *
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Derek watched the scene unfolding before him, and he tried not to laugh – honestly, he did – but he knew without a doubt in his mind what was about to happen because he’d witnessed it many times before. Brooke Coleman was on the verge of snapping. Her beautiful green eyes darted back and forth between their clients, Megan and Wade, as if waiting for one of them to tell her the past few hours had been just a cruel joke. 

“I’m so sorry, Brooke. I realize how hard you’ve been working on this wedding, and I know Wade had his heart set on us getting married at his parents’ house, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I didn’t get married in my home church. It just wouldn’t feel right.” 

Their voices echoed in the enormous cathedral sanctuary, even from the back row where Derek sat keeping his distance until the fireworks were over. Fortunately, the church was empty except for the four of them and the pastor, who flitted back and forth between the sanctuary and his adjoining office. 

“And you’re sure you want to have your reception at the Drake Hotel...on the other side of town?” Brooke inquired. 

The couple glanced at each other, both looking apprehensive and unsure how to reply, but Brooke kept her composure. His gaze slid from her face to her long brown hair, which cascaded in soft waves over her shoulders and down her back. When she gently moved a strand of it away from her face and tucked it behind her right ear, he felt as if he’d been kicked in the gut. 

If only she didn’t despise him so much. True, it didn’t help matters the way he always joked around with her, but he did it just to keep from tripping over his own tongue. She made the butterflies flip-flop inside his stomach whenever she was near, and she was the only reason he agreed to work for Megan and Wade in the first place. Otherwise, he would’ve told the wishy-washy couple to hit the road. 

“I understand how you feel about having the ceremony here, Megan, but I just don’t think you realize how difficult it’s going to be trying to get everyone from the church to the hotel in time for the reception, especially here in the middle of town at five o’clock on a Friday afternoon. Can’t you have the reception in the church dining hall?” 

Wade shook his head. 

“We thought about that, but the space isn’t big enough. I suppose, if we needed to, we could try and whittle down the guest list.” 

Oh no...not another change. 

That was his cue. Derek left his pew and walked down the aisle to stand beside Brooke, who was now fidgeting with the rings on her fingers while rocking back and forth on the tips of her toes. When he placed a hand against the small of her back, she jumped. 

“If you don’t mind, I’ve got to steal Brooke away for just a minute. We’ll be right back.” 

Megan and Wade nodded as he led Brooke a few feet away where they wouldn’t be overheard. 

“Take a deep breath,” he said. “You need to calm down.” 

Brooke jerked away from him. 

“What on earth are you talking about? There’s nothing wrong with me.” 

He motioned toward her hands and feet. 

“I’ve worked with you enough times to recognize some of your quirks. You’re twiddling your rings and doing that weird thing with your toes. You’re also breaking out in hives around your neck. It happens every time you get mad.” 

Brooke rolled her eyes heavenward, but when she ran her fingertips over the welts on her neck, her eyes widened in fear for just a moment before she crossed her arms over her chest. 

“Stop being ridiculous,” she replied. “If that was the case I’d be covered from head to toes in hives every time I talked to you.” 

If she didn’t look so cute and vulnerable, her comment probably would’ve stung, but now wasn’t the time to get offended. 

“Okay, you got me. Now, seriously, you need to get a grip. I know Megan and Wade are annoying, but we can get through this if we work together. Let them have their reception at the Drake Hotel, and I’ll make sure everyone gets there on time. They don’t need to start changing their guest list this close to the wedding.” 

She closed her eyes and took several deep breaths, and he waited patiently for her to speak, not wanting to break her concentration. Something he said must have gotten through to her because she stopped twitching, and it wasn’t long before the redness around her throat began to slowly dissipate.  His arms ached to hold her close and reassure her that everything would be okay, but he knew she wouldn’t care for that...at least, not from him anyway. 

“I’m sorry. I feel better now,” she said. “Thank you, Derek.” 

She smiled at him then – a true, genuine smile – and it was so beautiful and so unexpected that it took his breath away. It was also the first time he could remember her calling him by his first name instead of Hodges.  

“You’re welcome. Now, let’s get back over there before they decide to change something else.” 

She laughed. 

“Good idea.” 

* * * *
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The following six weeks flew by in a flurry of activity. Between dress fittings, a couple of florist fiasco’s, the flower girl freaking out during rehearsal, and refereeing between Megan and Wade, Brooke was exhausted by the time their wedding day finally arrived. For a couple who’d supposedly been together eight years, the two of them sure couldn’t agree on anything. Hopefully, they would be able to get through the ceremony and reception without arguing. Brooke was a tightly-wound bundle of nerves, and she took a couple of steady breaths to quell the anxiety wreaking havoc on her stomach. 

Since she had spent most her time between the office and the church, and Derek worked on the venue at the hotel, they hadn’t seen or talked to each other much, which was probably for the best. The last thing Brooke wanted or needed was more disagreements to add to the already growing list she’d acquired from the bride and groom. 

Now the final countdown was on and in less than two short hours the wedding would be underway...hopefully. Brooke gave herself a quick once-over as she gazed into the bathroom mirror at the church. For someone who was run ragged, she had to admit she didn’t look half bad, give or take some crow’s feet around her eyes and lips that were in desperate need of some lipstick. She wondered what Derek would think of her new dress, but she dismissed the thought as quickly as it entered her mind. Stop dreaming, Brooke. After all, there really was no sense wasting time thinking about a relationship that would be doomed from the get-go. 

“Brooke? Hello? Is this thing on?”

Brooke picked up her headset from the bathroom counter and fastened the microphone clip to her right ear before leaving the bathroom. 

“I’m here, Denise. Everything okay? Did the florist drop off the arrangement for the foyer?” 

With the bathroom downstairs near the fellowship hall, the transmission wasn’t the best in the world, and Brooke had to strain her ears to understand her assistant over the crackle of static. 

“Yes, it’s here. The buses just arrived too.” 

Brooke stopped in her tracks. 

“The what?” she asked. 

She listened closely, but Denise’s reply was inaudible because of the static, and Brooke rushed to the stairway so she could get to the entrance and find out what was going on. When she reached the top of the stairs, several wedding guests milled by on their way to the sanctuary and Brooke stopped to greet them with a smile and handshake. 

The church foyer and sanctuary were packed to the brim with yellow roses and white daisies tucked in every nook and cranny imaginable. Of course, that decision hadn’t come easily either, since Megan changed her color scheme three times before finally settling on yellow, pink, and white. 

Brooke noticed a couple of the younger ushers were busy chatting on their cellphone’s in a corner of the foyer. She snapped her fingers to get their attention, and within seconds the phones were turned off and they were standing at the sanctuary entrance, taking turns seating the steady stream of guests making their arrival.  

“Denise? Where are you?” 

There was a brief pause before Denise announced she was standing outside behind the church. Brooke furrowed a brow before walking quickly in that direction. Why in the world would she be outside, especially with the ceremony beginning so soon? When she turned the last corner of the hallway and made her way to the back door, she discovered her answer, and it wasn’t at all what she expected. It was much, much worse. 

Parked on the street behind the church were two larger than life charter buses. They were solid black with gold lettering and gold detailing on the front and sides, and from what she could tell by looking through the front windshield, the drivers were dressed in black suits with gold vests and bowties. The buses were huge and an eyesore – and that was putting it mildly. She felt the heat rise to her cheeks and her breath started coming in short gasps, but before she had the chance to explode her line of vision was suddenly skewed by big brown eyes and bouncy blonde curls. 

“Now, Brooke, I know what you’re thinking, but it’s really not that bad.” 

Brooke shook her head profusely. 

“Not bad? Are you kidding me, Denise? They look like strip clubs on wheels!” 

Denise grasped Brooke’s shoulders and spoke to her like she would a five-year-old, as if she was hoping it would keep her from throwing a temper tantrum. But Brooke was beyond pouting as this point. Derek showed up at that time, and when he brought his truck to a stop behind the buses, she pushed Denise to the side and headed straight for him. 

He hopped out of his truck sporting a big grin on his face, and if Brooke hadn’t been so upset, she probably would’ve spent more time admiring how handsome he looked in his suit and tie. His wavy black hair was combed back and neatly coifed, and she noticed he’d shaved off what little bit of facial hair he had since the last time she’d seen him. Any other time, her legs probably would’ve turned to rubber at the sight of him, but not this time. 

“What were you thinking, Hodges?” 

He looked behind him, as if he thought she might be shouting at someone else. A couple of people passing by on the sidewalk stopped to stare, but she couldn’t care less. His long strides closed the distance between them in seconds, and when he placed a hand on her elbow and turned her around to walk back to the church, she jerked away from him. 

“Hold on a second. What’s the problem?” he asked. 

She waved her hands in the air and gestured extravagantly toward the buses, but the confused expression on his face didn’t change. He simply shrugged his shoulders, as if he couldn’t fathom what the big deal was. 

“This is what you came up with for transportation? Seriously?”

He rolled his eyes and laughed, and Brooke balled her fists by her side to keep from hitting him. His arrogance was infuriating, and she felt like kicking herself for trusting him.

“What did you think I was going to do, Brooke? Buy subway tokens for 200 people?” 

Brooke threw her hands up and bit her bottom lip to keep from screaming. Leave it to Derek Hodges to do something like this to try and make her look bad in front of her clients and their guests. She should’ve known better. If she had just taken matters into her own hands, this wouldn’t be happening. 

Brooke turned abruptly on her heel and started walking toward the back door of the church. 

“Brooke, wait!” he yelled. 

Arguing with him was useless. Denise didn’t try to stop her, but she’d worked as her assistant long enough to know better. With a quick glance at her watch, Brooke winced when she saw there was only an hour left until the wedding. Would there even be enough time to come up with some other mode of transportation? Somehow, she doubted it. 

Brooke opened the door and slammed it behind her, causing the windows beside it to shake. Derek wasn’t far behind. When he stormed through the door, she walked as fast as she could in the direction of the office. With any luck, the pastor wouldn’t be there and she could use his phone in private. 

A dozen scenarios played through her mind at once. Perhaps she could hire a limousine service to shuttle the guests back and forth between the church and hotel. She sighed. No, that would take too long, and they probably wouldn’t on such short notice anyway. 

“Brooke, would you wait a second!” 

She kept walking. 

“Brooke!” 

Several of the guests were talking to each other in the corridor, and all of them stopped and looked when she rushed by. It didn’t help that Derek kept calling her name either, since his deep voice kept bouncing off the walls in the narrow walkway. 

One last turn and she would be home free. However, Derek was much quicker, and when he caught up to her and grabbed her by the arm, she had little time to respond before he started pulling her in the direction of what she knew to be a utility closet. For someone who seemed to always move at a turtle’s pace, he was very agile, and within seconds he was shutting the door behind them and barring her from leaving. 

“Let me go!” she yelled. “You’re hurting me!” 

Derek leaned over and flipped on the light switch. He wasn’t really hurting her, but he didn’t need to know that, and he did let go immediately, allowing her the opportunity to back away from him. The closet was small, and the dozen or so mops, brooms, and other cleaning supplies left little room for them to move around. 

“Get out of my way, Hodges! Are you insane?” 

Derek held up a hand to stop her from saying anything further. 

“I had to do something. You were causing a scene out there.” 

Brooke rolled her eyes. 

“You were the one yelling – not me.” 

Derek leaned over and grasped his knees. She could tell he was winded from chasing her, and it took him a few seconds before he could take a long, deep breath. 

“For someone wearing stilettos, you sure can move.” 

Brooke stopped herself from smiling. She wasn’t about to let her guard down. Not when she was still fuming over the whole bus fiasco. 

“I should’ve known you would do something like this,” she remarked. 

Derek leaned back against the door. 

“Like what?” 

Brooke watched his expression, which never changed. There was no joking around, no grinning like a Cheshire cat, not even a playful wink. She shook her head in disbelief. He genuinely couldn’t grasp why she was so upset. 

“Like you hiring Hugh Hefner’s convoy,” she replied. “Did you not notice the tacky gold detailing and the drivers dressed like Blackjack dealers? Why are you trying so hard to make me look like a fool?” 

Her comment made him laugh. 

“Brooke? Everything okay?” 

Brooked adjusted her earpiece, having totally forgotten she was wearing the headset and wondering how much Denise might have overheard. 

“I’m fine, Denise. Please go upstairs and make sure Megan, Wade, and the bridesmaids and groomsmen are ready to get started. I’ll be there shortly.” 

After Denise sent confirmation, Brooke turned off the transmitter clipped to her belt and removed the earpiece. Derek’s gaze never wandered from her, and after a few moments of awkward silence, she was suddenly very aware of their close surroundings. The faint scent of his cologne lingered in the air, and Brooke swallowed hard past the huge lump that had formed in her throat. 

“Why do you hate me, Brooke?” 

He said it so softly she almost missed it, and his question surprised her. The mood in the room shifted instantly, and the playful glimmer in his gaze was replaced by something entirely different that bordered on sadness. 

“I don’t hate you,” she replied. “Why would you think that?” 

Derek stuffed his hands inside his pants pockets and shuffled his feet. For a moment, he didn’t say anything, and Brooke braced herself for the worst. 

“When I’m around, I never see you smile. You tense up as soon as I walk in a room. You might not notice it, but I do. I feel it.” 

He looked at her again, and the softness in his eyes made her stand up a little straighter. It was the first time she could recall them having a serious discussion that didn’t involve bickering, and she honestly didn’t know how to respond. It made her heart ache knowing he thought of her in such a way. What he viewed as contempt for him couldn’t have been more opposite of how she truly felt. 

“Derek...”

He took a step toward her and Brooke suddenly found herself caught between him and a tall stack of shelves loaded with cleaning supplies. There was no room to escape and barely enough space between them to breathe. When he reached out and touched her cheek, she thought for sure her heart had stopped beating. 

“I promise I didn’t rent those charter buses
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