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      Arranging a wedding for her brother and a five-time thoroughbride tests Hope’s skills and patience. She’d believed the vows would be the most dangerous part of the ceremony, but a baseball to the head during the photography session proves her wrong and lands her in the sights of her brother’s best friend, Fredrick.

      He wants her to plan his wedding.

      She wants to be his bride.

      Diving into the treacherous world of wedding planning, Hope keeps her word and arranges the vows for the one man she believes she could love. He doesn’t know how much she cherishes him and his friendship.

      What she doesn’t know lands her in the heart of a royal mess.
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      Caity,

      

      I’m blaming you and those purple pens you sent me for this one. I regret nothing.

      

      P.S.: I ran out of purple pens.
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            I made an excellent scapegoat.

          

        

      

    

    
      A sensible woman would’ve been delighted to be her future sister-in-law’s maid of honor, as it implied cordial relationships or some sort of bullshit like that. I knew better.

      I made an excellent scapegoat.

      As the wedding party’s weakest link, everyone expected me to trip on my dress, maybe break an ankle along with my neck, or spill the entire wine fountain onto the floor. My brother claimed he loved me, but I believed he’d been the one to spread the rumor I was the world’s clumsiest woman.

      When I secured my revenge, it would be sweet.

      But first, I needed to survive my brother’s wedding without being responsible for a single hiccup. Playing to my brother’s misconceptions, I’d spent months tripping over nothing on purpose so I could transform myself into the image of traditional beauty and grace.

      I’d even lost twenty pounds so my dress would fit.

      The wedding would be a disaster, but I would emerge from the chaos smelling like roses, red wine, and garlic bread. Honestly, I doubted the wedding would make it to the reception.

      Some weddings had bridezillas. We had a thoroughbride, and if she got it into her head to run, I wished my brother the best of luck catching her before she fled from the church. My proposal to have the wedding on a yacht, where my brother’s thoroughbride couldn’t escape, hadn’t earned me points with anyone.

      The bride hated the ocean.

      My brother was smart enough to catch onto my implication.

      It wasn’t my fault Amy wasn’t exactly the most reliable woman in the world when it came to marriage. Once was a fluke. Twice was a trend. Five incidents of running from the wedding was evidence the thoroughbride would strike again, and my dear old brother would be saddled with the fifty thousand dollar bill, as he refused to believe Amy would run out on him.

      Oh, no. Amy would never run out on him.

      My brother was an idiot, but I loved him too much to let his wedding fail. My brother deserved to be left at the altar as snubbed groom number six, but I wouldn’t back out. I’d play my part, I’d even try to keep her from running or ruining the wedding, and I’d take as many pictures as possible to immortalize the chaos.

      Thanks to Amy’s awful taste in gowns, I had ample space in my cleavage to hide my phone.

      At four in the morning of the big day, I called in every favor owed to me so I could not quite match the bride in the beauty department. In exchange for doing his taxes for two years, Wolfgang transformed my dull, light brown hair into a curled work of art and handled my makeup. Clarice did my nails and toes for dibs on any interesting photos, and she’d even pay for them if she liked them.

      My brother would never forgive me for selling photographs of his wedding to a newspaper. If he hadn’t wanted me taking pictures, he wouldn’t have talked shit about me behind my back.

      “This is crazy,” Clarice muttered, fiddling with my toes while Wolfgang waged war against my unruly hair. “What did Matthew do for you to pull out all the stops? Wearing those baggy sweaters to hide your waist size was pure brilliance. I heard the thoroughbride bitching about how you’ll burst out of your very expensive dress.”

      “It’s a good thing my dress fits me perfectly, isn’t it?”

      “I worry for the donut supply the instant the reception is over.”

      Wolfgang snickered. “Do you think there’ll be a reception?”

      I shrugged. “We’ll find out in twelve hours. Did you talk to Ben?”

      “If the photographer doesn’t show, you’re covered,” he confirmed. “You’re good on the caterer, too. My source confirmed they started their work on the cake an hour ago, and they’re doing two just in case. If nothing goes wrong, you’ll be paying for the second cake in volunteer work.”

      I expected the caterer, a business operated by Wolfgang’s aunt, would be the most reliable element of the wedding. “The open bar?”

      “Aunt Emma has sworn on our family’s honor everything will be perfect.”

      “If this goes off without a hitch, I’ll double owe you both. The dresses are confirmed, Clarice?”

      “They’re in my SUV and ready to roll. I have a list of brides and maids who could use them if they survive through the day.”

      I had doubts about that. “The flowers?”

      “Ten-minute arrival window if needed, and if they’re not needed, they’ll be sent to the local hospitals and nursing homes to cheer up the patients. Your brother is on his own for the rings. There needs to be limits to your paranoia, Hope.”

      “You’re joking, right? Last week, Matthew warned me if I screwed anything up, my shame would be witnessed by royalty. I told him he was delusional. What sort of self-respecting member of royalty would be friends with my brother? He needs to worry about himself. He’s the one who wants to marry a thoroughbride.”

      We laughed. There was little else we could do in the face of impending disaster.
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      At exactly eight in the morning, I presented myself for bride-herding duty. Amy opened her door and gaped at me, her expression so stunned I had no doubt she’d expected me to flake from the very beginning. “Rise and shine, Amy. It’s your big day.”

      Take six.

      “Hope? You’re already dressed.”

      Not only was I dressed, I wore makeup and had nice hair, which wouldn’t survive the day if everything went as I expected. I forced a smile. “Of course. I need to give you my complete attention today so everything’s perfect.” I kept smiling until my face hurt. The effort to keep from clenching my teeth left me tired and ready to go back to bed. “Did you sleep well?”

      “I spilled wine on the dress last night. Mat was over, and we were drinking.”

      While my brother liked to drink, had she actually spilled wine on her dress while he was present, he would’ve called me in a complete panic. I questioned my decision to make certain my brother got the wedding he wanted.

      I also swore I wouldn’t judge until I had a chance to ask him if he had actually gone over and been a participant in the death of a dress worth more than I was. With my smile fixed in place, I retrieved my phone from my purse and texted Clarice about the first disaster of the day. “Where’s your stylist?”

      “He quit last night when I told him I’d need him an hour earlier.”

      There went one deposit, and I’d be lucky if I got any of that money back. Wolfgang might forgive me one day. Maybe. If I groveled sufficiently and became his slave for the rest of my life. The second text of the day went to him. Then again, if I survived the day, I’d consider it a win and sell myself into slavery without regret.

      Wolfgang’s world seemed so much better than mine.

      I drew in a steadying breath. “Any other problems?”

      “I think the photographer quit, too.”

      Any sensible photographer likely would when faced with Amy at her worst. I really couldn’t see what my brother saw in the woman, but I couldn’t make his important life decisions for him.

      Clarice would forgive me. Wolfgang might forgive me. Ben never would. Poor Ben. I texted Ben with a warning we’d upgraded from a thoroughbride to a bridezilla, and if I could somehow procure his skills for the day, my brother’s soul would be his to do with as he pleased.

      My brother’s soul, in the grand scheme, was worth a lot more than mine.

      As my bride-induced paranoia knew no bounds, I texted my father, an older man who’d stepped in when my parents had died years ago. The request to bring his parents’ rings would be the icing on the wedding cake for him, even if my brother and his goon of a bride didn’t manage to screw up their rings.

      My father would consider forgiveness in exchange for a son-in-law. He’d be a long time waiting for that disaster to happen, but if he hadn’t figured that out on his own, he hadn’t been paying attention for the past ten years of my life.

      It occurred to me we might have worse problems on our hands than a runaway bride out to ruin the wedding. I texted my mother just to make certain my brother showed up for his big day.

      Our parents would be rolling in their graves over my brother’s poor choice of bride. The first chance I got, I’d visit their tombstones and tell them all about the woman who’d turned Matthew’s life upside down.

      Amy stared at me, and I kept on smiling. Careful to keep my tone pleasant, I asked, “What is the situation with the florist?”

      “They’re the only thing not ruined.”

      Not only would I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I’d have tea with the devil to negotiate my takeover of hell before the day was through. Several pings on my phone drew my attention to the screen, with Clarice, Wolfgang, and Ben promising to come to my rescue. My father, in his text, informed me he would bring the rings and recruit Mom to herd Matthew and ensure he showed up without incident.

      I wondered if I should warn Dad Matthew might be hungover. On second thought, I wouldn’t.

      Matthew could handle the Wrath of Mom if she smelled lingering alcohol on his breath.

      “The replacement stylist should be here soon. I have a seamstress friend capable of performing miracles, and I’m sure I can handle the rest. If you have any concerns, let me know.”

      “I might be pregnant.”

      With how often my brother shacked up with his thoroughbride, I wasn’t surprised. “Have you told Matthew yet?”

      “No.”

      “Well, you won’t be partaking of the wine fountain. You can surprise him as a wedding gift. Congratulations. Also, that’s not a concern. Matthew loves children.” I’d consider it the one thing that might go right in the day.

      “It’s probably not his. He uses condoms religiously.”

      I’d seen brides with cold feet before, but none quite like Amy. I had no idea on what planet she thought she was fooling anyone; the woman didn’t have time for a tryst, and she’d spent every waking moment trying to piss me off or banging my brother.

      But if she wanted to play games, I’d play. “Fortunately for you, Matthew loves children.”

      Her mouth dropped open, and I snapped a photo of her to immortalize the moment I’d rendered the bridezilla speechless. In the time it took her to recover, Wolfgang arrived, his expression the ultimate mask of excitement. “Is this jewel the bride?”

      Wolfgang needed to have his head examined as soon as the wedding was over. “She sure is. Work your magic, Wolfgang. I’ve a dress and bridesmaids to wrangle.”

      No matter what, the only disaster at my brother’s wedding would be Amy.
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      Amy concocted a thousand excuses to put the brakes on the wedding, testing my limits, pushing my buttons, and ultimately forcing my hand an hour before showtime. We shared a room with Amy’s three poor bridesmaids, who would have to witness the moment I transformed into a dragon and breathed fire.

      Amy’s friends had already lost their will to live, their dead eyes watching while they waited for the worst.

      They had no idea how determined I could be—or how ruthless.

      I’d enjoy teaching them why underestimating me was a bad idea.

      I smiled, and if Amy had any sense in her head, she would’ve recognized it as a warning she was about to have her ass handed to her. “Amy, my brother spent fifty-one thousand dollars on this wedding to make you happy. Go ahead. Try to run. I’ll haul your ass to the altar myself. If you want to divorce him tomorrow, fine. That’s your problem. I don’t care if you break Matthew’s heart tomorrow. But today? You’re getting married. You wanted this fancy wedding, and if you want to be a bitch, you’ll do so at the altar. Maybe you have the integrity of a newt, but if you’re going to spit in my brother’s face, you will do so where all five hundred guests, including your father’s top investors, can witness how unreliable and petty you really are. So. Are you walking with your father down the aisle? The other option is a literal ball and chain. I’m sure the ladies wouldn’t mind helping me lug it to the altar.”

      Amy’s mouth dropped open, and her eyes widened to the point she ran risk of them popping out of her head. Her friends gasped.

      The pretty blonde, a woman I believed had more money than sense, smirked, and her expression led me to believe I’d misjudged Kate. At least, I thought her name was Kate. She’d wisely dodged most of the preparations.

      “It weighs eighty pounds and cost me a small fortune.”

      “You wouldn’t dare,” Amy whispered, and I savored the doubt in her tone.

      “I dare. Go on. Try me. I’m in shorter heels, a better dress, and I’ve already requested backup. And if that isn’t enough to convince you, I’ve made a list of every expense leading up to your special day. I have your father’s cell phone number and his personal email address. Nice man, your father. It wouldn’t take me long to expose everything.”

      Amy paled, and only her obsessive-compulsive suntanning disorder kept her from matching her dress. “You wouldn’t.”

      “I worked too damned hard on this wedding to watch you ruin it by refusing to go to the altar like some spoiled brat who is just realizing life is work. If you want to chicken out during the vows, go for it. But you’re walking to that damned altar, and you’ll do so at the stately, dignified pace we practiced for hours yesterday. The entire way to the altar. We clear?”

      The thoroughbride-turned-bridezilla gulped. “We’re clear.”

      I turned to Kate. “If she looks like she’s going to run, trip her and sit on her long enough for me to fetch the ball and chain.”

      “You got it,” the woman replied. When she smiled, I recognized the expression as one of satisfaction.

      “Caterina! You’re siding with her?”

      “Damn straight I’m siding with her. She’s right. Also, sure, you might be pregnant, but we all know you’re too much of a chickenshit to cheat on Mat. The condom probably broke, and you puked up your birth control because you have the common sense of a rock. Don’t screw this up being stupid. Frankly, it’s a miracle you got another chance at this. Just do your part. You’ll thank us later.”

      I appreciated Kate’s optimism, but I doubted Amy would ever forgive me for ruining her plans to skip out on her extravagant wedding. Oh, well. I didn’t care what she thought. I wasn’t the one marrying her.

      I just wanted my brother to be happy, and I’d do a lot more than chain a runaway bride to give him what his heart wanted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Amy made one final attempt to abandon ship, and I caught her halfway out the window. A single clearing of my throat froze my brother’s future wife in place, one knee braced against the windowsill.

      “If you’re trying to snitch an extra rose for your bouquet, I’ve got one here,” I announced in my sweetest voice. My phone warned me we had five minutes until showtime. “Your father’s waiting outside, and he looks about ready to cry that you’re finally getting married. Smile, Amy. It’s your big day.”

      Either aware I’d shackle her to a literal iron ball or she was unable to follow through with disappointing her father yet again, Amy slid back into the room. “Why are you doing this?”

      “I love my brother almost as much as he loves you. And since I do love my brother almost as much as he loves you, I won’t tell him you tried to run. I’m telling myself at least one of you will have a great day. Maybe after the vows are exchanged, your cold feet will warm up. Also, if you try to run at the altar, I will chase you. You’re not giving my brother the run around today. Just be grateful I hired extra staff to cover your cancellations. You’ll have your perfect day, and if it makes you happy, you can gloat over how much it cost me to cover your ass.”

      “You paid for the replacements?”

      According to her tone, she couldn’t believe it was at all possible I could afford to do such a thing. My brother was the one with the money and connections, not me.

      Or so she thought.

      My job would never move me too far up in the world, but people trusted me with their money, and that went a long way in the business world.

      “With my sweat, blood, and tears. You can thank me later.”

      Judging from her glare, she wouldn’t be thanking me anytime soon. I refused to care. Satisfied I wouldn’t have to tell my brother the love of his life had run, I pointed at the door. “It’s showtime. Pretend this is the happiest day of your life. It would be embarrassing if your face ended up plastered on the front page of some tabloid. They love calling out runaway brides who sucker their grooms out of tens of thousands of dollars on a wedding. And I really don’t think your daddy will be keeping you in his will if you humiliate him in front of his investors today. Hate me all you want, but I am helping you.”

      “The tabloids? What tabloids?”

      “You’re a registered thoroughbride marrying a man with some money and influence, Amy. Of course the tabloids are interested in your wedding. The only way you win is if you see this through.”

      I really hoped she was half as great a person as my brother believed. If not, I’d have to figure out some way to convince him to forgive me.

      “I hate you,” Amy whispered.

      “I’m sure you do. I’m a bitch on a good day. Don’t make this a bad one.” I glared at her and snapped my fingers, once again pointing at the door. “Time for you to be happily married. Emphasis on the happily. Double emphasis on the married. Now, march!”
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            I held my breath through the officiation.

          

        

      

    

    
      I took my place as the bridesmaid of honor, kept a smile plastered on my face, and wished I could go home and sleep. When I’d suggested shorter vows, I’d pissed off my brother and triggered Amy’s indignant wrath. I’d convinced them to cut down the twenty-minute monstrosity to five nerve-racking minutes. Time dragged while I worried my brother’s thoroughbride would bolt for the door.

      She stayed, and I held my breath through the officiation. Only after they both signed the paperwork did I relax.

      Well, as much as I could. One thoroughbride down, one reception to go. If I pretended we weren’t booked for three hours of photographs before the reception, could I skip? I’d done my part. For better or worse, my brother was a married man.

      I hoped he didn’t regret his choice—and that Amy wouldn’t wage a war to turn my brother against me. I figured that was part of being an in-law. I gave it twenty-four hours before I became enemy number one.

      If I focused on the good things, I’d get through the day. Mom and Dad were happy, beaming that their son had gotten hitched and had wrangled a thoroughbride without her running off. To them, it didn’t matter we were adopted; they’d done their jobs as parents and seen their boy safely married off. The bride’s parents seemed to be likewise thrilled.

      Mom would wait a few weeks before starting her campaign to marry me off. Dad would start dropping hints immediately if not sooner, as I’d seen the gleam in his eyes when he’d watched Amy’s father walk her down the aisle.

      Maybe I needed to run away before I got caught up in the wedding nonsense.

      Per our plan, the happily married couple left the church with the rest of the wedding party in tow. Three limousines waited to cart us to the botanical gardens thirty minutes away.

      Amy stuck close to my brother, who did his best to start a conversation with his new wife. In the time it took us to divide into the three limousines, he’d coaxed a single smile out of her.

      It was better than I expected, all things considered.

      I really could be a bitch sometimes.

      Before I could pick a limousine, Kate linked arms with me and dragged me to the last limo in the line. “That was brilliant. No one outside of the bridesmaids has any idea that was almost a disaster.”

      Well, someone was happy with me. I’d take what I could get. I retrieved my phone from its hiding place in my cleavage and checked the time. If I had gotten one of the larger models, I wouldn’t have been able to pull the stunt off. All hail simple, small phones with decent cameras built in. “We have eight more hours of potential disasters ahead of us left. Let’s not get overly optimistic here. The only reason the photography shoot might work out is because I handled the arrangements for the limos and the gardens. And yes, I booked a second photographer knowing Amy would somehow screw up the first one.”

      “Why aren’t you a wedding planner?” Kate shoved me into the limo and scooted onto the leather seat beside me, and the other bridesmaids converged to ensure I couldn’t escape. “You’ve worked miracles today. How did you even pull this off? Emily, Sarah, and I? We can’t figure it out.”

      I laughed. The truth hurt, and I’d be spending the next six months of my life ruing and lamenting the choices I’d made to make my brother happy. “I’m a tax accountant, Kate. So far, I’m doing two years’ worth of corporate taxes for several small businesses. Basically, I bribed people, offered to do their personal and corporate taxes, and spent the entirety of my vacation fund making certain this wedding happened.”

      “On top of the fifty grand your brother paid?” Kate’s eyes widened.

      “Fourteen grand of that went to the church and reception hall. Thanks to Amy’s poor life decisions, the rest of the funds went bye-bye.”

      “That’s horrible. You won’t get any of that back?”

      “I wasn’t planning on getting the money back. I don’t have time to chase after every cancelled contractor. At most, I could get the payments for the actual work back, but the deposits are gone. And thanks to Amy’s poor life choices, the deposits were way too high for the work anyway. Please don’t tell Mat. He has no idea Amy lost the deposits and most of the wedding funds with her cold feet. But it’s done now, and she signed the marriage certificate—and no one protested their vows. As far as I’m concerned, it was worth every penny.”

      Kate looked me over before exchanging long looks with her friends. “Are you a queen bitch or an angel, Hope? I can’t tell.”

      “Closer to bitch, but thank you. As long as Mat’s happy, that’s all I care about.”

      “Except your brother invested over fifty grand to lose all but fourteen.”

      I arched a brow and stared at Amy’s friend. “And he would’ve paid twice as much to make her happy. I’m not going to ruin that for him. Just don’t trust her with your event planning. She’ll bleed you dry.”
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      In her effort to drive me insane, Amy had insisted on inviting everyone to the botanical gardens for the photography shoot. Getting tickets for everyone had involved a special RSVP on the wedding invitations and hours upon hours of printing and distribution. To add insult to injury, Amy had demanded beautiful, gold-framed tickets.

      The stupid envelopes alone had cost my brother a fortune.

      The limos arrived first, with a parade of other cars tailing us. Expecting Amy to screw up the admittance to the garden, I bolted from the vehicle to intercept the newlyweds. “Have your tickets?” I chirped, ready to dig into my little clutch for one of the spare tickets if needed.

      Under no circumstances would my brother learn I wanted to run away and hide thanks to his new wife.

      Mat held up the two gold-gilded envelopes that contained their tickets. “All good, Hope. Even if I screwed it up, I do have my wallet with me. Despite my inability to plan a wedding, I have mastered ticket stalls. And you thought my love of going to the movies would never amount to anything.”

      One day, my brother would yank my last chain, and I’d go truly crazy. I did have to admit his love of going to the movies had made him the perfect gopher for ticket acquisitions—usually. Unless a wedding and botanical garden visits were involved.

      “Try not to get lost. You’ll make the photographer cry—and after Ben’s done with you, I’ll take a turn.”

      “As I value my life, I promise I won’t give Ben any reason to kill me. On my honor. I still don’t know how you managed to pull all this off, but thank you.”

      “You can thank Amy. She helped.” I smiled at my masterful disguising of my sarcasm. Amy’s embarrassed flush helped curb my desire to make additional snide commentary. “But seriously. Congrats to you both.”

      My brother beamed and kissed the top of my head, once again reminding me I faced a lifetime of being short. “Try not to cry too much when you can’t beg me to kill spiders for you anymore, little sister.”

      Considering I’d last asked him to kill a spider for me about five years ago, I’d probably manage. If the damned thing hadn’t been on the toilet seat in his bathroom, I would’ve been fine without help. “Well, now you only need to worry about Amy. Also, that was a long time ago.”

      “It was,” he conceded, checking his watch. “Mind doing me a favor?”

      While tapped out in the favor department, I resisted my initial urge to strangle my brother in front of the wedding guests. “What do you need?”

      “My friend’s dog ate his ticket. Can you get him inside? I really don’t want Ben to kill me.”

      There was always one. Always. “Sure. I’ll meet him here. Send him my picture so he knows who to look for.”

      “Thanks, Hope. You’re the best.” My brother snapped a picture with his phone before escorting Amy into the gardens. The rest of the wedding party followed with the arriving guests hot on their heels. If his friend took longer than twenty minutes, Ben would kill me for interrupting his schedule. Then again, a quick death might be a mercy, an escape from the photo shoot, and a way out of attending the reception.

      One way or another, I expected the reception to finish me off, assuming I made it out of the gardens alive. I wouldn’t put it past Amy to find some poisonous flower and off me with it. If I cared a little less about my brother’s perfect day, I would’ve considered changing my plans and consuming the entire wine fountain rather than have my picture taken. Given thirty minutes, I could do some serious damage to the wine supply. Liver failure would ruin my day, but my brother would leave with Amy long before I sought out the bottom of the barrel.

      “You Hope?” a deep, smooth voice asked with enough of a rumble to curl my toes in my foot-torture devices otherwise known as shoes.

      I turned to behold a vision of male perfection, too tall for my good, with warm brown eyes and chestnut hair tinged with red. Add in a smooth jawline, a mouth well accustomed to smiling, and dimples, and I’d need at least a few weeks to recover. “I’m Hope.”

      “Sorry for the fuss. My dog pulled the invitation off the counter right before my flight.” He reached into his jacket and revealed a chewed envelope. “She doesn’t like when I leave home.”

      I’d do a lot more than chew on an envelope to keep him at home if he were mine. “I’m afraid I require pictures of your dog to verify your claim.”

      His smile widened into a grin, and he retrieved his phone. “You just want to see pictures of my dog.”

      “And if she’s cute, I’ll be forced to scold you for accusing her of wrongdoing.”

      “Let me guess. You think all dogs are cute.”

      “Was it obvious?” I made a show of tapping my forehead. “Did I finally get it tattooed to my face?”

      “Mat hadn’t told me about your sense of humor.” My brother’s friend held out his phone. “This is Annabel Lee.”

      A big, white, gray, and fluffy dog grinned for the camera. “Well, in good news for you, that kind of dog won’t get cold even when near the sea. What is she?”

      “For all her paperwork claims she’s a purebred, I think she might be a mutt. From the looks of her, she must be part Alaskan Malamute, part pony. Mat neglected to tell me you’re a poetry fan.”

      Annabel Lee didn’t look like a Malamute to me, but I couldn’t tell what breed she actually was. “I’m more of an abandoned English literature major who ditched to major in accounting instead after translating the original Canterbury Tales. Quoth the Hope, ‘Nevermore!’ I thought it was wise to quit before I murdered my professor. I see red whenever someone asks me to quote from the Raven. But Annabel Lee is a favorite.”

      “My mother loved the poem, so I named my dog Annabel Lee.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. My mother stopped loving it when eight-year-old me recited it approximately ten thousand times. I live to vex my mother, and she loves my dog despite her name.”

      There had to be something horribly wrong with my brother’s friend, but what? Did he snore? Steal the blankets? Hover sexily at inappropriate times? “Mat didn’t tell me your name.”

      “That’s like him. I’m Fredrick, but please call me Rick.” He shuffled his phone to his left hand and offered to shake with me.

      Instead of the expected shake, I got a light kiss to the back of my hand.

      All right. How had my brother become friends with a gentleman? “I’m Hope, and I don’t have any nicknames because the last person who tried to give me one called me Ho, and my brother punched him. I was in high school at the time, and it was a teacher.”

      “Believe it or not, I heard about that incident from Mat. He got the teacher fired but spent the night in holding. No charges were ultimately filed though, right?”

      “No charges,” I confirmed. “He recorded the teacher pestering me with his phone and threatened to bring up sexual harassment charges against the school. Honestly, I was about to punch the teacher, too.”

      Rick released my hand and grinned. “No worries about anything like that from me, Hope. Does my incredibly sweet but mischievous dog earn me a pass for the damaged ticket?”

      Laughing, I nodded and gestured to the ticket booth. “I’ll get you sorted. I have open tickets, but we need to give them your residency info. You don’t mind?”

      “Of course not. Honestly, I was just going to buy my own replacement ticket, but Mat got pissy. It seems insulting your hard work is simply not allowed. To be fair, we were betting Amy would run, even him—and he’s been working out to make sure he could catch her if she took off. That woman loves running him in circles. How on Earth did you convince her not to run? Everyone’s saying you’re a miracle worker.”

      Ew. I didn’t want anyone’s attention on me as a result of my brother’s wedding actually succeeding. I masked my dismay with a roll of my eyes. “If you really must know, I used a ball and chain.”

      “A ball and chain? Do tell.”

      A five-minute chat with the poor woman at the ticketing booth sorted the problem of Rick’s ticket, who had ventured from Japan to attend the wedding. As Fredrick had as much Asian blood as his dog, I assumed he was one of Mat’s overly rich businessmen friends with more money than sense.

      Did being an overly rich businessman count as something severely wrong with him? After a fierce but brief debate with myself, I decided I needed to gather additional information before issuing a verdict.

      “So, about that ball and chain,” he said after we entered the gardens. “I really must know.”

      “It weighs about eighty pounds, it cost me a small fortune, and it would have looked terrible with her dress. I informed her I would recruit the rest of the bridesmaids to haul it to the altar if she tried to run. She obviously believed me.”

      “Would you sell me that ball and chain, please? I’ll pay good money for it.”

      “As I have no use for a solid iron ball and chain that was painted white and equipped with the best lock money could buy for below two hundred, consider it yours. Happy belated birthday—assuming it’s not your birthday today.”

      He stumbled a few steps and gaped at me. I took advantage of the opportunity to make my escape, cutting through the first topiary maze to catch up with the rest of the wedding party. Mat would just love having to deliver an eighty pound ball and chain to his friend, a gift from his little sister.

      Not.

      For the first time that day, I truly laughed.
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      The pond in the heart of the gardens made the ideal place for wedding photographs. As I had expected trouble from the very beginning, I’d learned every shortcut through the place to reach the first stop of our picture tour.

      Despite waiting for Rick and dealing with his ticket, I beat the rest of the wedding party to the pond. Ben chuckled and waited for me to catch my breath.

      “And you laughed at me for spending so much time over the weekends jogging in the gardens.”

      “I’m impressed but also concerned. Your brother texted me that you might be late. Make yourself as pretty as an ugly duckling can. I’ll do your solo shots now. Else, the harpy might try to cut you out of the photographs completely.”

      “That would annoy my brother, but I can’t say I don’t deserve being cut out at this point. Am I mussed or sweaty?”

      “Surprisingly, no.”

      “Take pictures.” I even smiled for him, as bridesmaids were supposed to look happy for the bride at her wedding. I doubted I’d be able to look anything other than flustered and annoyed once Amy showed up. I’d try, but I’d never been good at dealing with people who created unnecessary trouble for me.

      Who had time for that crap?

      Ben shook his head and sighed. “You could try posing.”

      “No one told me I had to pose for this wedding.” I posed my middle finger in the upright position. To enhance my no fucks left to give image, I stuck out my tongue.

      Ben, being Ben, dutifully photographed my immaturity. “How classy, Hope.”

      I leaned against the trunk of the nearest tree and showed him both of my middle fingers. “Is this better?”

      “Attempt to look demur for once in your life. I’ll take pleasantly puzzled if you can’t handle the demur look.”

      “How about the total badass look?”

      “No. You’re not a badass. You’re usually tired and easily annoyed but hide it well. Badasses kick butt, take names, and go home a crowned queen. You go home more like a battered servant.”

      Damn. Ben didn’t pull his punches. “This game sucks.”

      “I can work with a pretty pout and dewy eyes.”

      “Gross. I’m not a broodmare up for auction.”

      “For today, you really are. Just remind yourself it’ll make your brother happy. If you can’t handle a dewy pout without help, remember you can’t smack the bride.”

      “That’s so stupid. Why not? After what she did this morning, she deserves it.” I targeted Ben with my most disappointed frown. “You’re enjoying my pain too much.”

      “If you’re good, I’ll take you out for milkshakes tomorrow night.”

      After frantically dieting to fit into a dress that Amy had deliberately purchased two sizes too small, I’d cut someone for a milkshake. A milkshake might turn the train wreck of my life around—and help me fit back into my real wardrobe, which was of a healthy size rather than designed for a skeleton barely wrapped in flesh.

      Ben snapped a few photos. “Damn, woman. You don’t have to actually cry.”

      “It’s been that long since I’ve had a milkshake. That’s worth crying over.”

      “I can tell. Give me a smile. Think about how you’re going to sucker me into paying for your extra large milkshake. I’ll even hold your hair if you make yourself sick after so long of trying to eat less than a bird. As an added bonus, you’ll get two cherries on top; I’ll let you steal mine. You know those damned cherries go straight to my hips.”

      A laugh escaped before I could stop it. “Why are all the good men gay?”

      “You just attract the good gay men because you’re too damned sweet, treat us like we’re human beings, and don’t mind when we go shopping with you. Who else is going to tolerate my taste in clothes and offer helpful advice on what looks best? You don’t even beg me to go full gay mode on annoying men to make them go away.”

      “I don’t need you to make annoying men go away. I just act like myself.”

      According to Ben’s expression, I was full of crap. “Cut yourself some slack, Hope. One day, you’ll find a man who knows your worth. The rest are just shitty sex fixes, and your battery-operated boyfriend does a better job.”

      “Remind me of that the next time I’m stood up on a date.”

      “You got it, babe. Strike some poses for me and show me that smile of yours. In ten minutes, your day goes straight back to hell.”
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      As predicted, Amy’s arrival dumped my skinny ass straight into the bowels of hell. Since my detour dealing with Rick hadn’t unseated my throne of perfectionism, she decided she needed someone to photograph every square inch of the gardens to immortalize her wedding day.

      I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t remind her she hadn’t wanted a wedding in the first place.

      Unfortunately for Amy, I’d anticipated something of the sort, so I’d begged Ben to come extra prepared. I’d hear his complaints for months over his offended sensibilities, but he’d brought five spare, cheap cameras along just in case. I could find a few extra volunteers to help me take thousands of photographs Amy wouldn’t bother looking at.

      Amy began her evil work at the pond, but a few kids, a baseball bat, and their ball ensured her victory. I hadn’t even registered the crack of them hitting their ball before it’d bounced off my thick skull. I lost a few minutes thanks to their aim, and when I finally rejoined the rest of the world, I discovered I’d spent some time in the pond along with Ben’s camera.

      He might kill me for trashing even one of his cheap cameras.

      Water dripped into my eyes, but when I lifted my hand to wipe my face, someone stopped me. My eyes refused to focus properly, although I identified the person as a man. Men wore suits, women wore dresses. That had been the dress code for Amy’s wedding, and the person interfering with my attempts to get the water out of my eyes was definitely wearing a suit.

      “You were supposed to photograph the pond, not dive in,” Amy complained. “You’re a mess. You have weeds in your hair.”

      I couldn’t even tell if Amy was actually upset I’d interrupted her photography shoot. I thought her tone implied glee, but I decided I wouldn’t care. I’d threatened her with a ball and chain, so it was fair enough for her to view the incident as karma biting me in the rump. “It’s a rule. Someone at a wedding always ends up in the pond. No one told me I’d score a headache, though. I could live without that part.”

      My brother sighed, and I realized he was the jerk who kept stopping me from wiping my face. Then, since one sigh wasn’t good enough, he did it again. “You’re not supposed to catch baseballs with your head.”

      Fine. He wasn’t wrong, but did he have to say it? I came bundled with various forms of revenge, and I figured I’d delve into my love of amusing movies to exact my revenge. “’Tis but a scratch.”

      “Your clock’s been cleaned!” He shook his head, confirming he was, indeed, the helpful entity who refused to let me get the water out of my eyes.

      When my brother figured out I was yanking his chain, he might kill me. “No, it hasn’t. I’m talking to you. If my clock had been truly cleaned, I would not be speaking to you right now.”

      “You weren’t speaking to me thirty seconds ago.”

      “My clock has not been cleaned.”

      “If your clock hasn’t been cleaned, why is there blood in your hair?”

      My brother made it hard to keep from laughing. In my current state, laughing would be bad. Laughing would make my head hurt. “I’ve had worse,” I lied.

      “Have you, now?” My eyes focused on him enough to witness the narrowing of his eyes. He inspected the side of my head where I’d been smacked with a baseball. “I can’t remember any other time you almost lost your head to a baseball.”

      Finally, my moment had come. “It’s just a flesh wound.”

      Behind me, Ben snickered.

      “You’re a force of unrelenting evil,” my brother complained.

      “Go back to taking pretty pictures with your bride and be happy I got my solo photos done early. I’ll be fine.” After my head stopped trying to split in half. “I’m just going to sit here for a few minutes and catch my breath.”

      “You almost drowned because you lost consciousness due to a baseball to the head. That is not fine.”

      Damn. I was afraid to ask if CPR had been involved. If it had been, I’d never live it down. I’d heard horror stories about CPR, and my chest didn’t feel like someone had beaten me with a baseball bat, so I would assume I’d escaped from that horror. I could think of only one way to distract my brother. I turned to Ben and asked, “Did you get any pictures of that? It’d be tragic if you hadn’t caught any pictures of me taking a baseball to the head.”

      My friend sighed and shook his head. “Maybe. I’ll check tonight.”

      “I demand copies if they exist. Mat, please go back to taking pretty pictures. I’ll be fine.”

      My ploy failed, and my brother glared at me. “I fail to see how my sister, who was hit in the head hard enough she fainted and almost drowned, can possibly be fine.”

      I checked the gardens for our adoptive parents and spotted them nearby, their arms crossed and glaring at me with matched expressions of disapproval. Unlike my brother, they wouldn’t say anything—yet. They’d wait for a moment of weakness and attempt to kill me with kindness.

      And they’d arrange it so I wouldn’t be able to escape. If they felt I was about to have a breakdown because my big brother had finally grown up, they might bring a puppy or kitten with them and make me care for it.

      I’d never had a puppy or kitten before.

      Or, worse. They’d finally listen to my childhood dream of owning a horse and make one appear to keep me broke, busy, and close to home.

      I’d even like it.

      “I’m fine!” I hollered in their general direction.

      Neither seemed to believe me.

      I wrinkled my nose. “I’m just that amazing. That’s how I’m fine. I’m just that amazing. Go take your pictures. I’ll just sit here and wait for the busybody paramedics you probably insisted on calling to arrive. After they leave, I’ll get changed and prepare for the reception.” I pointed at my brother. “Are we clear?”

      “You’re a pain in my ass. You’re really going to attend the reception after taking a baseball to the head?”

      Duh. Stupid brother. “Today is your wedding day. I wouldn’t miss it for the world. A damned baseball isn’t stopping this woman, so get used to the idea.”

      My brother looked like he wanted to be sick. “Hope.”

      I wanted to tell him he was only going to get married once, but I knew better than to tempt fate, especially when Amy was the second half of their partnership. “Please go do the things handsome grooms do on their wedding day. I’ll be fine. Really. It’ll take a lot more than a baseball bat to make me miss any part of your wedding.”

      Except that bit where I’d fallen into a pond and almost drowned. I didn’t count that. It wasn’t my fault a bunch of kids thought it was a good idea to play baseball in a botanical gardens.

      Ben and my brother both heaved sighs but trudged off to do as told.
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      To keep to the day’s frantic schedule, I dealt with the paramedics in record time. They couldn’t force me to go to the hospital, I politely turned down their repeated invitations, and I promised I would take myself to a doctor if I suffered from any of the symptoms they rattled off. I promptly forgot the list.

      There was no way in hell I was leaving my brother’s wedding, and I didn’t even care if there was some blood in my hair. The bleeding had stopped, my vision had cleared, and while I had a headache worth writing home about, it was nothing I couldn’t handle despite clenching my teeth to get through it. If I left my brother’s wedding, it would transform into a nightmare. Leaving Amy in charge of the reception would end the reception. The disaster would be talked about for years. Somehow, she would make it even worse than me taking a baseball to the head.

      Luckily for me, the blow had been a graze, it hadn’t hit anything important, and I figured the only reason I bled was thanks to one of the dumbass clips taming my hair.

      I wanted to keep the wedding disasters to the things I hadn’t planned for. A baseball to the head counted, but it wouldn’t kill me.

      I hoped.

      Some risks were worth taking, and I’d have to remind my brother later I loved him that much.

      A call to Wolfgang would fix my ruined dress and makeup problem, but I hesitated. Telling him what had happened would result in well-earned mockery. I retrieved my phone from its cleavage prison to discover it still had some life left in it. Dialing his number worsened my headache.

      The rest of the day would suck, but I would make it through somehow.

      “What went wrong?” Wolfgang answered.

      “I took a stray baseball to the head. I need your makeup skills and my reception dress. Help a woman out? Please? I’m not above begging at this point.”

      “A baseball? To the head? How did that happen? Are you all right? If you were hit with a baseball—”

      “Don’t you even dare suggest I go to the hospital.”

      Wolfgang sighed. “What happened?”

      “Fate, karma, the universe, or whatever you want to call it, wishes I would die already. I fell into the pond. I bet I’ll make the front page. Who knows? Maybe someone caught the whole thing on video. I might go viral.”

      The groan on the other end of line promised Wolfgang was at the end of his rope, too. “Your brother must be freaking out.”

      “Ben’s keeping him busy taking pretty pictures to immortalize the day I almost drowned in the botanical gardens pond.”

      “Where were you hit?”

      “It was a graze off the side of my head. My hair should hide any bumps. The bleeding stopped.”

      “Are you dizzy, have a headache, or feel ill?”

      I suspected once I tried to get up and walk around, I would be dizzy. I wasn’t a fan of my own head right now, and I could be honest about otherwise being all right. Unfortunately, if I lied, he would know it. He always knew. “Maybe.”

      “I’ll be there in twenty. I’ll bring the dress and your makeup, but you’re going to the hospital before the reception. If you go to the reception.”

      “I am not.”

      “You are, because I am taking you there.”

      “If you take me there, I’ll miss the reception,” I hissed.

      “My mother can handle the reception organization if we’re not done in time. She’ll have fun.”

      She would, too. The woman could probably organize a rally given ten minutes and a bullhorn. “I’m not going to the hospital.”

      Someone reached over my shoulder and stole my phone, and I recognized Rick’s chuckle. “I’ve no idea whom I’m speaking to, but I’ll contain the lady until her ride to the hospital. I’ve been recruited to make certain she goes. Yes, by Mat. Twenty minutes, you say? Excellent. I’ll see you then. I’ll bring her to the gate.”

      My damned traitor of a brother. “Hey. That’s my phone. I was using that.”

      “Now I’m using it to make certain you go to the hospital. The groom’s wishes trump yours in this case, princess.”

      A god-level adversary had crossed my path, and unless I did something about it, I would lose to him and his wicked ways and theft of my phone. “I will get revenge on you both if you make me go to the hospital.” Ignoring my brother would earn me a scolding later, but Rick would be the true challenge of the pair; I bet he’d ignore my fussing without any effort at all on his part. “I will begin with stealing your puppy’s love.”

      Rick laughed. “She loves everyone, but I will always be her favorite. I wish you the best of luck with that. Ah, pardon me, Wolfgang. Hope’s putting up a fight. Is she, perhaps, allergic to hospitals?”

      “Yes, I am. Can I have my phone back now? I need to schedule in a meeting with your puppy to steal her love and become her favorite. You’ll be reduced to begging for scraps of affection.”

      My newfound rival ignored me. “I’ll bring the lady to the gate and come with you. Also, Ben wanted me to tell you that Hope could really use a milkshake, and she needs all of the cherries, so we’ll have to sacrifice ours.”

      I was surrounded by traitors. “Ben, too?”

      My brother strolled to me, bent over, and dared to look down his nose at me. “You’re going to the hospital.”

      “But it’s your wedding day, Mat!”

      “And you took a baseball to the head. You’re going. Thank you for containing her, Rick. She’s slippery, so she will try to give you the run around if you let her. I’d recommend a leash, but I didn’t think I needed to bring one today.”

      My brother did not play fair. Before I could protest, Rick said, “Glad to help. I’ll bring her to the reception hall if we’re done in time.”

      “Take your time. I’d rather the hospital be thorough rather than have her try to rush through her examination stubbornly trying to attend the reception. I meant it, Rick. She’s slippery. Good luck. You’ll need it,” my brother announced before turning to leave.

      “I’m not dying, damn it.”

      Mat snorted. “We’ll let the hospital decide that. Thanks again, Rick.”

      Rick snapped my brother a salute, and the motion reminded me of a professional soldier standing at attention. “Glad to help. Try to enjoy the rest of your day, and I’ll text you with updates on how she’s doing.”

      “I didn’t even bleed much,” I complained. “And the paramedic already checked to see if I’d cracked my skull. And despite being unconscious in the pond, I didn’t drown. You’re being unreasonable.”

      “The only reason you didn’t drown is because I fished you out of the pond. At least I caught something this time. I usually don’t. I love to fish, but I’m terrible at it. This’ll go a lot faster if you don’t fight it. Anyway, head injuries can be nasty. Be grateful I told Mat you’d be unhappy if he skipped his reception to drag you to the hospital himself.”

      “But you’ll miss the reception.”

      “Going to the hospital with you is more interesting than attending a reception, even your brother’s. I hate watching a bunch of rich prudes get drunk before trying to pretend they’re not drunk. I deal with that too often during the week. I hate receptions, and I have to go if you skip your hospital trip. That would be a tragedy. Save me. I’m a defenseless gentleman about to be taken hostage at a reception.”

      My brows shot up at that. “Do I look like a hero to you?”

      “No, but you look like a heroine—possibly a princess in disguise. I’ll have to do a closer examination to determine the truth about your secret identity of heroine or princess.”

      Why did I always attract strange men? Worse, they were either gay, married, or happily in a relationship with someone else. The truth would likely send Rick running. “I’m an accountant.”

      “A third option has become apparent. You might be a fierce warrior queen. My mistake. Any woman clipped with a baseball and taking a tumble into a pond only to get up ready to rumble must be a fierce warrior queen. Anyway, Mat’ll feel terrible if something happened because you went to the reception instead of the hospital. I’ll keep you company and show you pictures of my insanely cute dog.”

      “She is really cute,” I conceded.

      “Puppy pictures,” he whispered in my ear.

      Damn it. I’d been had. I couldn’t lose the chance to see Annabel Lee’s puppy pictures. “I’m doing this under protest.”

      “Ben gave me the address of your favorite ice cream parlor.”

      I scowled at the gang of traitors determined to force me to go to the hospital. “He still owes me a milkshake even if you get me one tonight.”

      “I’ll make sure he knows that.”

      After the day I’d had, some whining was warranted, and I didn’t enjoy the thought of having to walk to the gate. “I’m wet, I’m cold, and my shoes squish when I walk.”

      Rick chuckled, and his gaze dipped to my feet, which I stuck out from under the hem of my ruined dress. “Take the shoes off. I’ll carry them, but I can’t help you with your wet dress problem. I would if I could, but I neglected to bring clothes suitable for a lady with me today. I’ll take care not to be guilty of such an oversight again.”

      After the reception, I needed to tell my brother he needed to have more friends like Rick. He would have fewer life problems, if only he had better taste in friends.
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      The hospital wanted to keep me overnight for observation and testing. Baseballs and heads weren’t supposed to collide, and according to the doctor, I’d gotten lucky to emerge somewhat unscathed. The entire medical team took a turn with me, scolding me for my refusal to go to the hospital via ambulance.

      Wolfgang, who’d accompanied me through the entire wait and triage process, joined forces with Rick and the doctor. To add insult to injury, I was denied my milkshake. I would’ve accepted even a bad milkshake, but no.

      Bad women who didn’t go to the hospital right away didn’t get a milkshake at all.

      While he claimed he was doing it to make me feel better, Wolfgang left to attend the reception in my stead. I knew better. The bastard wanted to escape from my wrath over being denied my hard-earned milkshake.

      Rick stayed, and because he wanted to get in on the action, he taunted me with his phone’s charger—and his working phone.

      After arrangements for me to go to the hospital had been made, mine had died a terrible death, giving the last vestiges of its miserable little life to ensure my captivity. I retrieved the dead device from the table and pressed the power button hoping for a miracle. Nothing happened.

      “Mine’s dead. This is all Mat’s fault. He just had to marry the thoroughbride.”

      “I’m really impressed she didn’t give him the run around today.”

      “I threatened the ball and chain, and I caught her trying to escape out the window once. The reception’s going to be a nightmare, especially without me keeping an eye on things. If I don’t show up, it will be guaranteed to be a disaster.”

      “You’re likely right. That said, it’s going to be all right. A disaster of a reception is better than not having a reception. Mat can handle his new wife. He is the one who wanted to marry her, after all. I’m sure there’s a reason for that. It probably involves blind love and good sex, but there you have it. I wouldn’t have married her, personally. I’m still sane.”

      I laughed at Rick’s implication he was not a fan of my brother’s new bride. “Yet you’re skipping the reception.”

      “Well, yeah. Mat bullied me into attending both. While I rather no one be hit with a baseball, I’m eternally grateful for an excuse to skip the reception.”

      “I don’t like receptions, but I never expected to meet someone who dislikes them more than I do. Also, Mat is going to find creative ways to make you pay for skipping his reception. He’s lowering your guard pretending to be grateful you accompanied me to the hospital. He might wait years before seeking his revenge, but revenge is coming. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” It seemed fair to make certain Rick understood he had signed up for my brother at his worst.

      “I think I’ll be fine. Anyway, I am keeping an eye on you. That’s a get out of jail free card, as I know Mat values you more than any reception, even his own. Now, we have more important matters to attend to. As I’m the only one here with a working phone, you should be nice to me. I can be talked into sharing inane news and discussing the circumstances leading up to these unique events. I’ve found some gems, and I’m willing to share them with you.”

      I had no idea how Rick wanted me to be nice to him, but it sounded scandalous, and it’d been long enough since I’d had a boyfriend that I was shamefully hopeful being nice involved removing my clothes—and his. “Inane news? What are you talking about?”

      “It usually involves Florida Man.”

      “Ah. The mystical Florida Man. He’s surprisingly durable—most of the time.” I giggled, as I often clicked any headline featuring the mystical Florida Man. Without fail, my day seemed a lot better because I’d never done anything nearly as stupid as Florida Man.

      “That’s one way to put it. I read a lot of news, and Florida Man is a welcomed distraction. Following the news is part of my job.”

      “Your job sounds tedious and possibly quite awful. I’m sorry your job forces you to watch the news. The news is so depressing lately.” I grimaced at how judgmental I sounded. “I’m sorry. That was rude.”

      “It wasn’t rude at all. I like your honesty. And yes, my job can be tedious and awful at times. Let’s play a game. Winner takes all.”

      I got as comfortable as I could on the hospital bed. “Your loss if you bet that.”

      “What do you mean? We haven’t even picked wagers yet.”

      “I have a packed work schedule for the next two years, and I think I went bankrupt buying the dress I wore into the pond. The only thing I have worth wagering over is the ball and chain, and I already agreed to give it to you.”

      Rick chuckled. “I’m sure I can think of something you can do for me.”

      What was adding a little more work to my schedule? I could sleep when I was dead. “Household budget? I’m aces at those, and they’re a pain in the ass.”

      “As my accountant cries whenever I ask her for help with my budget, you’re on. Should you win, I’ll send you on an all-expenses paid vacation for two weeks, and I’ll be responsible for hiring and paying a good temporary to cover your work.”

      It’d been so long since I’d taken a vacation I couldn’t remember what they were like. “What are the rules, and how do we play? How do we keep score?”

      “We’ll take turns reading crazy headlines and guessing what the article is about. A point for each correct guess. No points lost for incorrect guesses, as we’d both be in the hole if we did that.”

      “But you read these all the time. You probably know all the stories.”

      “I’d avoid headlines with Florida Man in them if I were you. Whoever has the highest number of points by the time you’re discharged wins.”

      “You’re on. You can go first. Read me a headline.”

      Rick grinned and tapped at his phone’s screen. “Security Camera Catches Prowling Suspect Licking Doorbell for 3 Hours.”

      I clapped my hands over my mouth so I wouldn’t laugh. A cackle burst out of me, which didn’t help my headache at all. I snorted in my effort to contain my mirth. A giggle slipped out, and I dissolved into helpless laughter. “Well, some poor bastard wasn’t home when that happened. That’s just weird.”

      “I’m giving you a point for directly quoting the article. ‘That’s just weird’ is the general consensus on this one.”

      I struggled to control my giggling enough to talk. “But why lick a doorbell? That poor homeowner. How long did it take to sanitize that disaster?”

      “According to the article, an entire weekend.”

      “Was the doorbell licker high?”

      “No idea. He wasn’t caught.”

      I cleared my throat and drew in deep breaths until the urge to cackle subsided. “That’s a pretty good headline. I can understand the allure. If I had an awful job like yours, I’d be looking for those headlines, too.”

      Rick grinned and handed me his phone. “I haven’t read any of the articles on this list, so pick one and go to town.”

      I scrolled through my selection until I found one about a rambunctious tree rat. “Wanton Squirrel Scarfs Egg Roll as Twitter Drools.”

      “The internet was obviously bored and hungry. I’m going to guess it happened in San Francisco, as their Chinatown is the largest in the United States.”

      “Half point for bored and hungry internet, but it happened in New York.”

      “I should’ve guessed that,” he groused. “New York squirrels are plentiful and bold. Is the article mostly a vid?”

      I nodded and returned his phone. “The squirrel’s true crime was forgetting the sauce.”

      “Now that’s just a pity. You can’t have egg rolls without the sauce.” Like me, Rick took his time scrolling through the list. “Here’s a good one. Baby Bunny Causes Bomb Scare in Australia.”

      I could think of at least a hundred ways a baby bunny trapped in a bag could unleash utter mayhem in an airport. “He was left in a bag, and he wiggled around inside, thus inspiring fear of a bomb?”

      “I’m giving you a point for that. They named him Boeing.”

      I’d never known a baby bunny named Boeing could sound so wretchedly adorable. “That’s just too damned cute, Rick.”

      “It really is. No one knows why the bunny was abandoned, but the article states Boeing now has a happy home.” Rick gave me his phone, shaking his head while smiling.

      Rick’s motivations for reading the headlines clicked, and it was something I’d do if stuck between a rock and a hard place. “You read these as feel-good stories, don’t you?”

      “Mostly. The rest of the news is depressing. Sometimes, I read about Florida Man to remind myself there’s no way I could ever do something that infernally stupid.”

      I understood. In keeping with the wildlife theme, I hunted until I found a bird headline to go with the bunny and the squirrel. “Rhinestone Vest-Wearing Pigeon Reunited with Family.”

      “Why would anyone put a pigeon in a vest? Why was it wearing rhinestones? It seems to have flown off, but it’s wearing clothes. Can I have half a point?”

      “You can. So, what’s your guess?”

      “1920s party, and someone brought their pet pigeon, but it flew away.”

      I laughed, as reality was far stranger than Rick’s guess. “The vest is a diaper so the bird can fly in their home without leaving poop everywhere.”

      “Take away my half a point. I’m not worthy.”

      Still laughing, I replied, “I never would have guessed a pigeon wearing a diaper.”

      “I’m still stuck on someone having a pet pigeon. Add in the vest, and that’s a spectacular article.”

      “It really is
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