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      As an experienced wedding planner, I was prepared for nearly every kind of emergency that might occur on the big day.

      Except for scorpions. That was a new one.

      The distinctive movement gave it away, a sinister forward-and-back scuttle across the tiles of the pool patio. In my opinion, there wasn’t a more evil-looking creature in existence than a scorpion. Usually the venom wouldn’t kill you, but for the first couple of minutes after you’d been stung, you might wish it had.

      The first rule for dealing with emergencies was: Don’t panic. But as the scorpion skittered toward me with its grasping claws and upward-curved tail, I forgot all about rule number one and let out a shriek. Frantically I rummaged through my bag, a tote so heavy that whenever I set it on the passenger seat, the car would signal me to buckle it in. My hand fumbled past tissues, pens, bandages, Evian, hair products, deodorant, hand sanitizer, lotion, nail and makeup kits, tweezers, a sewing kit, glue, headphones, cough drops, a chocolate bar, over-the-counter medications, scissors, a file, a brush, earring backs, rubber bands, tampons, stain remover, a lint roller, bobby pins, a razor, double-sided tape, and cotton swabs.

      The heaviest object I could find was a glue gun, which I threw at the scorpion. The glue gun bounced harmlessly on the tile, while the scorpion bristled to defend its territory. Pulling out a can of hair spray, I ventured forward with cautious determination.

      “That’s not going to work,” I heard someone say in a low, amused voice. “Unless you’re trying to give him more volume and shine.”

      Startled, I looked up as a stranger moved past me, a tall, black-haired man dressed in jeans, boots, and a T-shirt that had been washed to near annihilation. “I’ll take care of it,” he said.

      I retreated a couple of steps, shoving the can back into my bag. “I… I thought hair spray might suffocate him.”

      “Nope. A scorpion can hold its breath for up to a week.”

      “Really?”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He crushed the scorpion beneath his boot, finishing with an extra grind of his heel. There was nothing a Texan killed more thoroughly than a scorpion or a lit cigarette. After kicking the exoskeleton into the mulch of a nearby flower bed, he turned to give me a long, considering glance. The purely male assessment jolted my heartbeat into a new frenzy. I found myself staring into eyes the color of blackstrap molasses. He was a striking man, his features bold, the nose strong, the jaw sturdy. The stubble on his face looked heavy enough to sand paint off a car. He was big-boned and lean, the muscles of his arms and chest as defined as cut stone beneath the worn layer of his T-shirt. A disreputable-looking man, maybe a little dangerous.

      The kind of man who made you forget to breathe.

      His boots and the raggedy hems of his jeans were skimmed with mud that was already drying to powder. He must have been walking near the creek that cut through the Stardust Ranch’s four thousand acres. Dressed like that, he couldn’t possibly have been one of the wedding guests, most of whom possessed unimaginable fortunes.

      As his gaze swept over me, I knew exactly what he was seeing: a full-figured woman in her late twenties, with red hair and big-framed glasses. My clothes were comfortable, loose, and plain. “Forever 51,” my younger sister Sofia had described my standard outfit of boxy tops and elastic-waist wide-legged pants. If the look was off-putting to men – and it usually was – so much the better. I had no interest in attracting anyone.

      “Scorpions aren’t supposed to come out in the daylight,” I said unsteadily.

      “We had an early thaw and a dry spring. They’re looking for moisture. Swimmin’ pool’s going to draw ’em out.” He had a lazy, easy way of talking, as if every word had been simmered for hours over a low flame.

      Breaking our shared gaze, the stranger bent to retrieve the glue gun. As he handed it to me, our fingers touched briefly, and I felt a little jab of response beneath my lower ribs. I caught his scent, white soap and dust and sweet wild grass.

      “You’d best change out of those,” he advised, glancing at my open-toed flats. “You got boots? Running shoes?”

      “I’m afraid not,” I said. “I’ll have to take my chances.” I noticed the camera he had set on one of the patio tables, a Nikon with a pro-level lens, the metal barrel edged with red. “You’re a professional photographer?” I asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He had to be one of the second-shooters hired by George Gantz, the wedding photographer. I extended my hand. “I’m Avery Crosslin,” I said in a friendly but businesslike tone. “The wedding coordinator.”

      He gripped my hand, the clasp warm and firm. I felt a little shock of pleasure at the contact.

      “Joe Travis.” His gaze continued to hold mine, and for some reason he prolonged the grip a couple of seconds longer than necessary. Unaccountable warmth swept over my face in a swift tide. I was relieved when he finally let go.

      “Did George give you copies of the timeline and shot list?” I asked, trying to sound professional.

      The question earned a blank look.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, “we’ve got extra copies. Go to the main house and ask for my assistant, Steven. He’s probably in the kitchen with the caterers.” I fished in my bag for a business card. “If you have any problems, here’s my cell number.”

      He took the card. “Thanks. But I’m not actually —”

      “The guests will be seated at six thirty,” I said briskly. “The ceremony will begin at seven and finish with the dove release at seven thirty. And we’ll want some shots of the bride and groom before sunset, which happens at seven forty-one.”

      “Did you schedule that too?” Mocking amusement glinted in his eyes.

      I shot him a warning glance. “You should probably spruce up before the guests are up and out this morning.” I reached into my bag for a disposable razor. “Here, take this. Ask Steven where there’s a place you can shave, and —”

      “Slow down, honey. I have my own razor.” He smiled slightly. “Do you always talk so fast?”

      I frowned, tucking the razor back into my bag. “I have to get to work. I suggest you do the same.”

      “I don’t work for George. I’m commercial and freelance. No weddings.”

      “Then what are you here for?” I asked.

      “I’m a guest. Friend of the groom’s.”

      Stunned, I stared at him with wide eyes. The creepy-crawly heat of embarrassment covered me from head to toe. “I’m sorry,” I managed to say. “When I saw your camera, I assumed…”

      “No harm done.”

      There was nothing I hated more than looking foolish, nothing. The appearance of competence was essential in building a client base… especially the upper-class clientele I was aiming for. But now on the day of the biggest, most expensive wedding my studio and I had ever orchestrated, this man was going to tell his wealthy friends about how I’d mistaken him for the hired help. There would be snickers behind my back. Snide jokes. Contempt.

      Wanting to put as much distance as possible between us, I muttered, “If you’ll excuse me…” I turned and walked away as fast as I could without breaking into a run.

      “Hey,” I heard Joe say, catching up to me in a few long strides. He had grabbed the camera and slung it on a strap over his shoulder. “Hold on. No need to be skittish.”

      “I’m not skittish,” I said, hurrying toward a flagstone-floored pavilion with a wooden roof. “I’m busy.”

      He matched my pace easily. “Wait a minute. Let’s start over.”

      “Mr. Travis —,” I began, and stopped dead in my tracks as I realized exactly who he was. “God,” I said sickly, closing my eyes for a moment. “You’re one of those Travises, aren’t you.”

      Joe came around to face me, his gaze quizzical. “Depends on what you mean by ‘those.’”

      “Oil money, private planes, yachts, mansions. Those.”

      “I don’t have a mansion. I have a fixer-upper in the Sixth Ward.”

      “You’re still one of them,” I insisted. “Your father is Churchill Travis, isn’t he?”

      A shadow crossed his expression. “Was.”

      Too late, I remembered that approximately six months earlier, the Travis family patriarch had passed away from sudden cardiac arrest. The media had covered his funeral extensively, describing his life and accomplishments in detail. Churchill had made his vast fortune with venture and growth capital investing, most of it related to energy. He’d been highly visible in the eighties and nineties, a frequent guest on TV business and financial shows. He – and his heirs – were the equivalent of Texas royalty.

      “I’m… sorry for your loss,” I said awkwardly.

      “Thanks.”

      A wary silence ensued. I could feel his gaze moving over me, as tangible as the heat of sunlight.

      “Look, Mr. Travis —”

      “Joe.”

      “Joe,” I repeated. “I’m more than a little preoccupied. This wedding is a complicated production. At the moment I’m managing the setup of the ceremony site, the decoration of an eight-thousand-square-foot reception tent, a formal dinner and dance with a live orchestra for four hundred guests, and a late night after-party. So I apologize for the misunderstanding, but —”

      “No need to apologize,” he said gently. “I should’ve spoken up sooner, but it’s hard to get a word in edgewise with you.” Amusement played at the corners of his mouth. “Which means either I’m going to have to speed up, or you’re going to have to slow down.”

      Even as tense as I was, I was tempted to smile back.

      “There’s no need for the Travis name to make you feel uncomfortable,” he continued. “Believe me, no one who knows my family is impressed by us in the least.” He studied me for a moment. “Where are you headed to now?”

      “The pavilion,” I said, nodding to the covered wooden structure beyond the pool.

      “Let me walk you there.” At my hesitation, he added, “In case you run across another scorpion. Or some other varmint. Tarantulas, lizards… I’ll clear a path for you.”

      Wryly, I reflected that the man could probably charm the rattles off a snake. “It’s not that bad out here,” I said.

      “You need me,” he said with certainty.

      Together we walked to the ceremony site, crossing beneath a motte of live oak on the way. The white silk reception tent in the distance was poised on a tract of emerald lawn like a massive cloud that had floated down to rest. There was no telling how much precious water had been used to maintain that brilliant grassy oasis, freshly rolled out and laid only a few days ago. And every tender green blade would have to be pulled up tomorrow.

      Stardust was a four-thousand-acre working ranch with a main lodge, a compound of guesthouses and assorted buildings, a barn, and a riding arena. My event-planning studio had arranged to lease the private property while the owners were away on a two-week cruise. The couple had agreed on condition the property would be restored to exactly the way it had been before the wedding.

      “How long you been at this?” Joe asked.

      “Wedding planning? My sister Sofia and I started the business about three years ago. Before that, I worked in bridal fashion design in New York.”

      “You must be good, if you were hired for Sloane Kendrick’s wedding. Judy and Ray wouldn’t settle for anyone but the best.”

      The Kendricks owned a chain of pawnshops from Lubbock to Galveston. Ray Kendrick, a former rodeo rider with a face like a pine knot, had laid out a cool million for his only daughter’s wedding. If my event team pulled this off, there was no telling how many high-profile clients we might gain from it.

      “Thanks,” I said. “We’ve got a good team. My sister is very creative.”

      “What about you?”

      “I take care of the business side of things. And I’m the head coordinator. It’s up to me to make sure that every detail is perfect.”

      We reached the pavilion, where a trio of reps from the rental company were setting up white-painted chairs. Rummaging through my bag, I found a metal tape measure. With a few expert tugs, I extended it across the space between the cords that had been staked out to line up the chairs. “The aisle has to be six feet wide,” I called out to the reps. “Move the cord, please.”

      “It is six feet,” one of them called back.

      “It’s five feet and ten inches.”

      The rep gave me a long-suffering glance. “Isn’t that close enough?”

      “Six feet,” I insisted, and snapped the measuring tape closed.

      “What do you do when you’re not working?” Joe asked from behind me.

      I turned to face him. “I’m always working.”

      “Always?” he asked skeptically.

      “I’m sure I’ll slow down when the business is more established. But for now…” I shrugged. I could never seem to cram enough into one day. E-mails, phone calls, plans to be made, arrangements to nail down.

      “Everyone needs some kind of hobby.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Fishing, when I get the chance. Hunting, depending on the season. Every now and then I do some charity photography.”

      “What kind of charity?”

      “A local animal shelter. A good photo on the website can help a dog get adopted sooner.” Joe paused. “Maybe sometime you’d like to —”

      “I’m sorry – excuse me.” I had heard a ringtone from somewhere in the abyss of my bag, repeating the five notes of “Here Comes the Bride.” As I retrieved the phone, I saw my sister’s ID.

      “I’ve been calling the dove handler, and he won’t answer,” Sofia said as soon as I answered. “He never confirmed which container we wanted for the release.”

      “Did you leave a message?” I asked.

      “Five messages. What if something’s wrong? What if he’s sick?”

      “He’s not sick,” I assured her.

      “Maybe he got bird flu from his doves.”

      “His birds aren’t doves. They’re white pigeons, and pigeons are resistant to bird flu.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Try him again in a couple of hours,” I said soothingly. “It’s only seven. He may not even be awake yet.”

      “What if he’s a no-show?”

      “He’ll be here,” I said. “It’s too early in the day to freak out, Sofia.”

      “When am I allowed to freak out?”

      “You’re not,” I said. “I’m the only one who gets to do that. Let me know if you don’t hear from him by ten.”

      “Okay.”

      I slipped the phone back into my bag and gave Joe an inquiring glance. “You were saying something about the animal shelter?”

      He stared down at me. His thumbs were hooked in his pockets, most of his weight braced on one leg, in a stance that was both assertive and relaxed. I had never seen anything sexier in my life.

      “I could take you along with me,” he said, “next time I head over there. I wouldn’t mind sharing my hobby until you get one of your own.”

      I was slow to respond. My thoughts had scattered like a flock of baby chicks at a petting zoo. I had the impression that he was asking me to go somewhere with him. Almost like… a date?

      “Thanks,” I said eventually, “but my schedule is full.”

      “Let me take you out sometime,” he urged. “We could go out for drinks, or lunch.”

      I was rarely at a loss for words, but all I could do was stand there in baffled silence.

      “Tell you what.” His voice turned coaxing and soft. “I’ll drive you to Fredericksburg one morning, while the day is still cool and we have the road to ourselves. We’ll stop to buy some coffee and a bag of kolaches. I’ll take you to a meadow so full of bluebonnets, you’ll swear half the sky just fell over Texas. We’ll find us a shade tree and watch the sunrise. How does that sound?”

      It sounded like the kind of day meant for some other woman, someone who was accustomed to being charmed by handsome men. For a second I let myself imagine it, lounging with him on a quiet morning in a blue meadow. I was on the verge of agreeing to anything he asked. But I couldn’t afford to take such a risk. Not now, not ever. A man like Joe Travis had undoubtedly broken so many hearts that mine would mean nothing to him.

      “I’m not available,” I blurted out.

      “You’re married?”

      “No.”

      “Engaged?”

      “No.”

      “Living with someone?”

      I shook my head.

      Joe was quiet for a few seconds, staring at me as if I were a puzzle he wanted to solve. “I’ll see you later,” he said eventually. “And in the meantime… I’m going to figure out how to get a ‘yes’ out of you.”
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      Feeling somewhat dazed after the encounter with Joe Travis, I went to the main house and found my sister in the office. Sofia was beautiful and dark-haired, her eyes a rich hazel green. She had a curvy figure like me, but she dressed with flair, having no reservations about flaunting her hourglass shape.

      “The dove handler just called back,” Sofia said triumphantly. “The birds are confirmed.” She gave me a concerned glance. “Your face is red. Are you dehydrated?” She handed me a bottle of water. “Here.”

      “I just met someone,” I said after a few gulps.

      “Who? What happened?”

      Sofia and I were half-sisters who had been raised apart. She had lived with her mother in San Antonio, while I had lived with mine in Dallas. Although I had been aware of Sofia’s existence, I hadn’t met her until we were both grown. The Crosslin family tree had a few too many branches, thanks to our father Eli’s five failed marriages and prolific affairs.

      Eli, a handsome man with golden hair and a blinding smile, had pursued women compulsively. He had loved the emotional and sexual high of conquest. Once the excitement had faded, however, he’d never been able to settle into everyday life with one woman. For that matter, he’d never stayed with one job for more than a year or two.

      There had been other children besides Sofia and me, half-siblings and innumerable stepsiblings. All of us had been abandoned by Eli, in turn. After the occasional call or visit, he would disappear for long periods, sometimes a couple of years. And then he would reappear briefly, magnetic and exciting, full of interesting stories and promises that I knew better than to believe.

      The first time I met Sofia had been right after Eli had suffered a major stroke, an unexpected event for a man of his age and good physical condition. I had flown down from New York City to find an unfamiliar young woman waiting in his hospital room. Before she had even introduced herself, I had known she was one of Eli’s daughters. Although her coloring – black hair, glowing amber skin – had come from her Hispanic mother’s side of the family, her fine, sculpted features had unmistakably been inherited from our father.

      She had given me a cautious but friendly smile. “I’m Sofia.”

      “Avery.” I had reached out for an awkward handshake, but she’d moved forward to hug me instead, and I’d found myself reciprocating and thinking, My sister, with a thrill of connection I wouldn’t have expected. I had looked over her shoulder at Eli in the hospital bed, hooked up to machines, and I hadn’t been able to make myself let go. That had been fine with Sofia, who was never the first to end a hug.

      In the vast accumulation of Eli’s offspring and exes, Sofia and I were the only ones who had shown up. I didn’t blame any of the others for that: I hadn’t even been sure why I was there. Eli had never read me a bedtime story, or bandaged a skinned knee, or done any of the things fathers were supposed to do. In his self-absorption, there had been no attention to spare for his children. Moreover, the pain and fury of the women he’d abandoned had made it difficult to contact their children, even if he’d wanted to. Eli’s usual method of ending a relationship or a marriage was to have an exit affair, cheating until he was caught and kicked out. My mother had never forgiven him for that.

      But Mom had repeated the same pattern, taking up with cheaters, liars, deadbeats, men who wore their red flags on their sleeves. Among the tumult of affairs, she had married and divorced two more times. Love had brought her so little happiness, it was a wonder that she kept searching for it.

      In my mother’s mind, the blame lay entirely with my father, the man who had started her on the self-defeating path. As I became older, however, I wondered if the reason Mom hated Eli so much was that they were so similar. I found no small irony in the fact that she was a temp secretary, going from office to office, boss to boss. When she had been offered a permanent position at one of the companies, she had refused. It would become too monotonous, she’d said, doing the same thing every day, always seeing the same people. I had been sixteen at the time, too mouthy to resist pointing out that with that attitude, she probably wouldn’t have stayed married to Eli anyway. That had provoked an argument that had nearly resulted in me getting kicked out of the house. Mom had been so infuriated by my comment that I knew I was right.

      From what I’d observed, the kind of love that flared brightest also burned out the fastest. It couldn’t survive after the novelty and excitement had worn off and it was time to match socks from the dryer, or vacuum the dog hair off the sofa, or organize household debris. I wanted nothing to do with that kind of love: I couldn’t see the benefit. Like the slam and fade of a destructive drug, the high never lasted long enough, and the low left you empty and craving more.

      As for my father, every woman he’d supposedly loved, even the ones he’d married, had been nothing more than a stop along the way to someone else. He had been a single traveler on his life’s journey, and that was how it had ended. The office manager of Eli’s apartment complex had found him unconscious on the floor of his living room, after he’d failed to show up to renew his lease.

      Eli had been rushed to the hospital in an ambulance, but he had never regained consciousness.

      “My mother’s not coming,” I had told Sofia as we sat together in the hospital room.

      “Mine either.”

      We had glanced at each other in mutual understanding. Neither of us had to ask why no one else had come to say good-bye. When a man abandoned his family, the hurt of it kept bringing out the worst in them long after he’d gone.

      “Why are you here?” I dared to ask.

      While Sofia considered her answer, the silence was punctured by the beeps from a monitor and the ventilator’s constant rhythmic whoosh. “My family is Mexican,” she finally said. “To them, everything is about togetherness and tradition. I always wanted to belong, but I knew I was different. My cousins all had fathers, while mine was a mystery. Mamá would never talk about him.” Her gaze went to the bed where our father lay enmeshed inside a tangle of tubes and wires that hydrated, fed, breathed, regulated, and drained. “I only saw him once, when I was a little girl and he came to visit. Mamá wouldn’t let him talk to me, but I ran after him when he walked out to his car. He was holding some balloons he’d brought for me.” She smiled absently. “I thought he was the handsomest man in the world. He tied the ribbons around my wrist so the balloons wouldn’t float away. After he drove off, I tried to bring the balloons into the house, but Mamá said I had to get rid of them. So I untied the ribbons and let them go, and I made a wish as I watched them float away.”

      “You wished that you would see him again someday,” I said quietly.

      Sofia nodded. “That’s why I came. What about you?”

      “Because I thought no one else would be here. And if someone had to take care of Eli, I didn’t want it to be a total stranger.”

      Sofia’s hand had covered mine, as naturally as if we’d known each other all our lives. “Now it’s the two of us,” she’d said simply.

      Eli had passed away the next day. But in the process of losing him, Sofia and I had found each other.

      At the time I had been working in bridal couture, but my career had been going nowhere. Sofia had been working as a nanny in San Antonio, planning children’s parties on the side. We had talked about starting a wedding-planning studio together. Now, a little more than three years later, our Houston-based business was working out better than we had even dared to hope. Each small success had built on the next, allowing us to hire three employees and an intern. With the Kendrick wedding, we were on the verge of a breakthrough.

      As long as we didn’t screw up.

      “Why didn’t you say yes?” Sofia demanded after I told her about meeting Joe Travis.

      “Because I don’t believe for one minute that he was actually interested in me.” I paused. “Oh, don’t give me that look. You know that type of guy goes for trophy women.”

      I had been voluptuous since adolescence. I walked everywhere, took the stairs whenever possible, and went to a dance class twice a week. I ate healthy food and routinely consumed enough salad to choke a manatee. But no amount of exercise and or dieting would ever shrink me down to a single-digit dress size. Sofia often urged me to buy more body-conscious clothes, and I always told her I would do it later, when I was the right size.

      “You’re the right size now,” Sofia would reply.

      I knew that I shouldn’t let a bathroom scale stand between me and happiness. Some days I won, but more often than not, the scale won.

      “My grandmother always says, ‘Sólo las ollas saben los hervores de su caldo.’”

      “Something about soup?” I guessed. Whenever Sofia related some of her grandmother’s wisdom, it usually took the form of food analogies.

      “Only pots know the boilings of their broths,” Sofia said. “Maybe Joe Travis is the kind who loves a woman with a real figure. The men I knew in San Antonio always went for the women with big pompis.” She patted her rear end for emphasis and went to her laptop.

      “What are you doing?” I asked.

      “Googling him.”

      “Right now?”

      “It will only take a minute.”

      “You don’t have a minute – you’re supposed to be working!”

      Ignoring me, Sofia kept pecking at the keyboard, two-finger style.

      “I don’t care what you find out about him,” I said. “Because I happen to be busy with this thing we’ve got scheduled… What was it?… Oh, yes, a wedding.”

      “He’s hot,” Sofia said, staring at her monitor. “And so is his brother.”

      She had clicked on a Houston Chronicle article headed with a photo of three men, all dressed in beautifully tailored suits. One of them was Joe, much younger and lankier than he’d been today. He must have packed on at least thirty pounds of muscle since the photo had been taken. A caption beneath the picture identified the other two as Joe’s brother Jack and his father, Churchill. Both sons were a head taller than their sire, but they bore his stamp – the dark hair and intense eyes, the pronounced jawlines.

      I frowned as I read the accompanying article.

      
         

        HOUSTON, Texas (AP) In the aftermath of an explosion on their private boat, two sons of Houston businessman Churchill Travis tread water among fiery debris for approximately four hours as they waited for rescue. After a massive search effort by the Coast Guard, the brothers, Jack and Joseph, were located in Gulf waters off Galveston. Joseph Travis was airlifted directly to the level one trauma unit at Garner Hospital for immediate surgery. According to a hospital spokesman, his condition has been listed as critical but stable. Although details of the surgery have not been released, a source close to the family confirmed that Travis was suffering from internal bleeding as well as —

      

      “Wait,” I protested as Sofia clicked on another link. “I was still reading.”

      “I thought you weren’t interested,” she said impishly. “Here, look at this.” She found a Web page labeled “Houston’s Top Ten Eligible Bachelors.” The article featured a candid shot of Joe playing football on the beach with friends, his body sleek and hard-looking, muscular without being muscle-bound. The expanse of dark hair on his chest narrowed to a dark line that led to the waistband of his board shorts. It was a picture of unself-conscious masculinity, off-the-charts hot.

      “Six foot one,” Sofia said, reading his stats. “Twenty-nine years old. Graduate of UT. A Leo. Photographer.”

      “Cliché,” I said dismissively.

      “Being a photographer is a cliché?”

      “Not for an ordinary guy. But for a trust fund baby, it’s a total vanity job.”

      “Who cares? Let’s see if he has a website.”

      “Sofia, it’s time to stop fangirling over this guy and get some work done.”

      A new voice entered the conversation as my assistant, Steven Cavanaugh, walked into the office. He was a good-looking man in his mid-twenties, blue-eyed and blond and lean. “Fangirling over who?” he asked.

      Sofia replied before I was able. “Joe Travis,” she said. “One of the Travises. Avery just met him.”

      Steven glanced at me with acute interest. “They did a story on him in CultureMap last year. He won a Key Art award for that movie poster.”

      “What movie poster?”

      “The one for the documentary about soldiers and military dogs.” Steven looked sardonic as he saw our mystified expressions. “I forgot the two of you only watch telenovelas. Joe Travis went to Afghanistan with the film crew as the stills photographer. They used one of his shots for the poster.” He smiled at my expression. “You should read the paper more often, Avery. It comes in handy on occasion.”

      “That’s what I have you for,” I said.

      Nothing escaped the intricate filing cabinet of Steven’s mind. I envied his near total recall of details such as where someone’s son had gone to college, or the name of their dog, or if they’d just had a birthday.

      Among his many talents, Steven was an interior designer, a graphic design specialist, and a trained EMT. We had hired him immediately after starting Crosslin Event Design, and he had become so necessary to the business that I couldn’t imagine doing without him.

      “He asked Avery out,” Sofia told Steven.

      Giving me a dark glance, Steven asked, “What did you say?” At my silence, he turned to Sofia. “Don’t tell me she shut him down.”

      “She shut him down,” Sofia said.

      “Of course.” Steven’s tone was arid. “Avery would never waste her time with a rich, successful guy whose name would open any door in Houston.”

      “Drop it,” I said curtly. “We’ve got work to do.”

      “First I want to talk to you.” Steven glanced at Sofia. “Do me a favor and make sure they’ve started setting the reception tables.”

      “Don’t order me around.”

      “I wasn’t ordering, I was asking.”

      “It didn’t sound like asking.”

      “Please,” Steven said acidly. “Pretty please, Sofia, go to the reception tent and see if they’ve started setting the tables.”

      Sofia left the room with a scowl.

      I shook my head in exasperation. Sofia and Steven were cantankerous with each other, quick to take offense, slow to forgive, in a way that neither of them was with anyone else.

      It hadn’t started off that way. When Steven had first been hired, he and Sofia had become fast friends. He was sophisticated and meticulously groomed and had such an acid wit that Sofia and I had automatically assumed he was gay. It had been three months before we had realized that he wasn’t.

      “No, I’m straight,” he had said in a matter-of-fact tone.

      “But… you went clothes shopping with me,” Sofia had protested.

      “Because you asked me to.”

      “I let you into the dressing room,” Sofia had continued, increasingly irate. “I tried on a dress in front of you. And you never said a word!”

      “I said thank you.”

      “You should have told me you weren’t gay!”

      “I’m not gay.”

      “It’s too late now,” Sofia had snapped.

      Ever since then, my sunny-natured sister had found it difficult to muster anything more than the barest degree of politeness toward Steven. And he responded in kind, his barbed comments never failing to hit the target. Only my frequent interventions kept their conflict from escalating to an all-out war.

      After Sofia left, Steven closed the office door for privacy. He leaned back against it and folded his arms as he contemplated me with an unreadable expression. “Really?” he eventually asked. “You’re really that insecure?”

      “I’m not allowed to say no when a man asks me out?”

      “When was the last time you said yes? When have you gone out for coffee, or drinks, or even had a non-work-related conversation with a guy?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      “As your employee… you’re right, it isn’t. But at the moment I’m talking to you as a friend. You’re a healthy, attractive twenty-seven-year-old woman, and as far as I know, you haven’t been with anyone for over three years. For your own sake, whether it’s this guy or someone else, you need to get back in the game.”

      “He’s not my type.”

      “He’s rich, single, and a Travis,” came Steven’s sardonic reply. “He’s everyone’s type.”
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      By the end of the day I felt as if I’d walked the equivalent of a thousand miles, vectoring between the reception tent, the ceremony pavilion, and the main lodge. Although it seemed that everything was coming together, I knew better than to succumb to a false sense of security. Last-minute problems never failed to plague even the most meticulously planned ceremonies.

      The members of the event production team worked in concert to handle any issues that cropped up. Tank Mirecki, a burly handyman, was proficient with carpentry, electronics, and mechanical repair. Ree-Ann Davis, a sassy blond assistant with a background in hotel management, had been assigned as the bride and bridesmaid handler. A brunette intern, Val Yudina, who was taking a gap year before starting at Rice, was managing the groom’s family.

      I used a radio earpiece and clip-on mike to stay in constant communication with Sofia and Steven. At first Sofia and I had felt silly using standard voice procedures for the hands-free radios, but Steven had insisted, saying there was no way he could tolerate both my voice and Sofia’s in his ears without some rules. We had soon realized he was right; otherwise we would have constantly talked over each other.

      An hour before the guests were scheduled to be seated, I went to the reception tent. The interior had been floored with eight thousand feet of rare purpleheart hardwood. It looked like a fairy tale. A dozen twenty-foot-high maple trees, each weighing half a ton, had been brought inside the tent to create a lavish forest, with a scattering of LED fireflies winking among the leaves. Strands of unpolished rock crystal hung in loops from a row of bronze chandeliers. Luxuriant live moss crossed the long tables in organically shaped runners. Each place setting had been accented with a wedding favor of Scottish honey sealed in a tiny crystal jar.

      Outside, a row of ten-ton Portapac units pumped nonstop, chilling the air inside to a blissful sixty-eight degrees. I breathed deeply, relishing the coolness as I looked at my final countdown list. “Sofia,” I said into my mike, “has the bagpiper arrived? Over.”

      “Affirmative,” my sister said. “I just took him to the main lodge. There’s a crafts room between the kitchen and the housekeeper’s room where he can tune up. Over.”

      “Roger. Steven, this is Avery. I need to change my clothes. Can you handle things while I take five? Over.”

      “Avery, that’s a negative, we’ve got an issue with the dove release. Over.”

      I frowned. “Copy that, what’s going on? Over.”

      “There’s a hawk in the oak grove next to the wedding pavilion. The dove handler says he can’t release his birds with a predator in the vicinity. Over.”

      “Tell him we’ll pay extra if one of them gets eaten. Over.”

      Sofia broke in. “Avery, we can’t have a dove snatched from the sky and killed in front of the guests. Over.”

      “We’re at a South Texas ranch,” I said. “We’ll be lucky if half the guests don’t start shooting the doves. Over.”

      “It’s against state and federal law to capture, harm, or kill a hawk,” Steven said. “How do you propose we deal with it? Over.”

      “Is it illegal to scare the damn thing off? Over.”

      “I don’t think so. Over.”

      “Then have Tank figure it out. Over.”

      “Avery, stand by,” Sofia interrupted urgently. After a pause, she said, “I’m with Val. She says the groom has cold feet. Over.”

      “Is this a joke?” I asked, stunned. “Over.” All through the engagement and wedding planning, the groom, Charlie Amspacher, had been rock-solid. A nice guy. In the past, some couples had given me cause to wonder if they’d make it to the altar, but Charlie and Sloane seemed to be genuinely in love.

      “No joke,” Sofia said. “Charlie just told Val he wants to call it off. Over.”
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