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The tall palm trees
strategically placed along the Miami shoreline reminded Donna of a
former crime show set in a similar locale. Even though it was early
morning, many cruisers crowded the deck as the huge ship was guided
into its berth. Steel band music played in the background.

Mark nodded at the people below them on the
next deck. “No one is going anywhere fast.”

Heloise spotted them from below and waved
with both hands, trying to get their attention. Even though her
mother had taken Legacy’s best-known gossip under her wing, Donna
had had more than her share of the opinionated female. She
pretended to gaze in a different direction as if missing the
woman’s flamboyant gesture.

Not easily dissuaded, Heloise cupped her
hands around her mouth and yelled, “Donna Tollhouse, I know you can
see me! Your mother wants to know if you and loverboy…”

Fortunately, the appearance of her mother
stopped the ship-wide announcement.

Mark wrapped an arm around her and dropped a
kiss on her hair. “How about we just stay on the ship instead of
going back to Legacy?”

“It’s do-able, but what about the wedding?
I’m sure Heloise has already called in the news.” Even though any
of her family members who were onboard could have made an early
morning phone call once they came into cell range, her money was on
Heloise beating them all to the punch.

“The captain could marry us.”

“True.” They’d played with the idea while
sunning on sugar white sand beach. Bypassing the pageantry and
trouble associated with weddings appealed to her. However, her
hidden soft side relished the possibility of using the silver
candelabras and cut-glass punch bowl she’d bought at an estate
auction. “It might be hard to run a bed and breakfast from the
sea.”

Mark lifted one eyebrow and asked in a mock
serious tone, “Have you considered a floating bed and breakfast?
It’s bound to be unique.”

“Do you think I could jack up the mansion
and load it onto a pontoon platform?”

Laughter greeted her suggestion, but before
her fiancé could offer any alternatives, Security Director Ramirez
hurried their way. Even with his olive complexion, he still
appeared flushed.

“Mark. Donna. Glad I got you before you
disembarked. Your neighbor,” he pointed back to Heloise who trailed
him, “spotted you from below and showed me where you were. The
authorities would appreciate it if you’d do a rundown of everything
that happened. Just for the record, of course.”

Donna made a dissenting sound that caused
Ramirez to explain more. “It won’t take long. They only want facts.
That’s all.”

Heloise had crept close enough to join the
conversation. “I’ll be glad to help.”

An urge to be mischievous tempted Donna.
“That would be wonderful! After all, you were there for so many of
the pivotal events.”

The woman practically glowed as she moved
closer to Ramirez, talking as she did so. “Well, I knew there would
be trouble as soon as I saw…”

Mark and Donna hurried away. They avoided
glancing back, afraid an anguished look from the security director
might have stopped their escape. Giggling, they jogged down the
corridors holding hands, darting around passengers until they
reached Mark’s cabin. Once inside, Donna slammed the door and
leaned against it. “Woo-wee, that was fun! I feel like a kid
again.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean.” Mark wiped his
sweaty brow with his forearm. “You bring out the secret rebel in
me.”

“Ha!” She moved away from the door to
deliver a playful push. “It was always there.”

“Hey, I didn’t say it wasn’t there. I said
you brought it out.” He blew out a long breath and announced what
they both knew was inevitable. “We will have to go and talk to the
police about the case. Without our help, murderers and would-be
murderers could walk. We will give our depositions, but there’s a
possibility we will need to fly back as witnesses for the
trial.”

That would certainly throw a monkey wrench
into their wedding plans. Should they even plan anything knowing
they might get called in as eyewitnesses? She groaned heavily
before speaking. “Why is it always so much trouble being on the
right side of the law?”

“Don’t dwell on it too much. Unless you’re
planning on a long engagement, we’ll be married before it even
comes to court. We might end up missing our flights though. I’ve
already been through the rescheduling thing. Maybe they’ll give us
a break on fees if we explained we’re helping keep the cruise lines
safer.”

Even though it sounded good when Mark said
it, she knew the airlines wouldn’t see it that way. “I wish. They
might view the cruise lines as the competition.”

“True enough. Did you put your bag out last
night for disembarking?”

The dear, sweet man thought she had only one
bag. “Yep, but I still have my carry-on and my tote bag. If we get
stuck in Miami…” She splayed her hand against her chest as if the
idea horrified her. “…I can get by.”

Personally, she wouldn’t mind another day,
just her and Mark. Half of the cruise Mark had missed, while she
was busy being Janice’s wing woman, and the other half was spent on
fingering the killer. Not exactly what she’d call a restful
vacation. It would be less stressful to get back to the inn.

“Everything I have, except for my sports
coat, wallet, passport, and airline tickets, should already be on
their way to the airport.”

While this was her first cruise, she
seriously doubted the luggage went to the airport. “I don’t think
so. I met a lady at midnight bingo who always uses a bright yellow
suitcase since they line up the suitcases on the dock where you
came on.” Remembering Mark’s entry through the Puerto Rican Port
Authority, she corrected, “I meant where I came on. Anyhow, the
woman joked about people with black suitcases often snag the wrong
one.”

A pained expression knitted Mark’s eyebrows
together briefly as he lamented. “I have a black suitcase.”

“Oh!” She hadn’t thought of that, but men
tended to go for the nondescript bags. “Well, surely you tied a
colorful scarf on it?”

His disbelieving stare meant no color ribbon
or material of any kind was attached to his black conformist
suitcase.

“A whimsical luggage tag such as a shark or
Mickey Mouse?” she asked.

“I used the tag that came with the bag. It
matched the bag.”

She shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe when
we’re done talking to the police, everyone will have picked up
their bags and ours will be the only ones left.”

“Let’s hope not. I heard a couple up on deck
talking about staying onboard as long as they could, which appears
to be hours.”

A knock on the door stopped their obsession
on bags and disembarking.

A voice announced from the other side of the
door, “It’s Ramirez.”

When Mark swung the door opened, the man
shook his index finger at Donna. “You did a very naughty thing up
on the deck. I will overlook it since you helped me track down a
killer.”

Helped him? That’s not at all how she
remembered it. Ramirez accepted that an elderly man, who had access
to all kinds of drugs, decided to commit suicide by taking a swan
dive from the uppermost deck that had a chest high railing. If that
didn’t have suspicious death written all over it, she didn’t know
what did. A shudder passed through her body when she realized it
could have ended there. All the cruisers may have been a bit put
out that a fellow cruiser had the bad taste to die on their cruise,
while their memory of the incident would last about ten minutes to
be brought up again only when they arrived back home.

Before she could correct his reference to
himself helping, Mark spoke. “What can we do for you?”

“It’s me helping you.” Ramirez used his
thumb to point back at himself. “You won’t have to go through the
protracted process of leaving the ship. I’ve had your bags pulled
out of the baggage area, and they’re waiting in a courtesy
limousine. All we have to do is take the freight elevator, and
you’ll avoid the hassle, give your statement, and make it to the
airport before your chatty friend.” A flash of white teeth signaled
a grin, although his heavy mustache overshadowed it.

Limousine could sometimes be code for
aging white passenger van, but a ride was a ride. She’d beat
everyone to the airport, whiz through security, and be one step
closer to home. “Sounds good to me. We’ll need to stop by my room
and get my carry-ons.”

Ramirez held up one hand. “Done. Your kind
roommate passed them out to me, and they should be on their way to
the limo.”

Because the man was being super
accommodating, Donna’s antennae went up. People weren’t that nice
without reason. What was Ramirez’s angle? Mark would probably
advise her to wait and see and to stop being so cynical. It’s hard
to make plans for attack or defense if you didn’t know what type of
ground you’re standing on. The best way to deal with the unknown
was full speed. Her lips tipped up into a forced, sweet smile that
made Mark wince the tiniest bit.

“You’re being awfully nice to us. Fast
checkout, limousine, which is appreciated, which brings me to, what
do you want?” she asked.

Mark coughed, patting his chest as if all
the air in his lungs had just been sucked out. Her eyes stayed on
her fiancé, and judging by the lack of sweating and redness, she
deduced it was nothing more than a distraction.

“A woman who speaks her mind.” Ramirez
slapped Mark on the back. “You’ve found yourself a treasure.”

After clearing his throat noisily, possibly
to make a coughing fit appear more legit, Mark responded. “I often
tell myself that.”

She doubted it. There was a good chance the
men would waste time exchanging pleasantries, and she’d never get
an answer. Donna resorted to waving, which was such a Heloise move
she resented having to use it, but it stopped the men from their
pointless exchange.

Ramirez nodded to her as if he’d somehow
forgotten she was there. “Did you have something to add?”

One hand fisted and ended up on her hip.
Some people might call it her I mean business stance, but
anyone who knew Donna knew it was both hands on the hips that
really meant business and not the other way around. “As you know,
we’re interested in catching our plane. To facilitate everything in
a prompt fashion, I need to know what you want.” She held up her
index finger. “If I don’t know, I can’t give it.”

“Ah, yes.” Ramirez’s hand stroked his
mustache slightly, muffling his reply. “It would be helpful if you
allowed me to take the lead. I suspected something wasn’t quite
right while you and your associates unwittingly contributed
details.”

Before she could even formulate an answer,
Mark shook his head. Did he think she’d allow the security director
to take credit for all their hard work? What she really objected to
was the word unwittingly. It made it sound like she was a
ditzy old lady, which she certainly was not.

The hand not balled on her hip went up. She
pointed her index finger again as she spoke. “First, you should
know I am a seasoned sleuth. Mark,” she cut her chin in his
direction, “is a thirty-plus year police officer, now detective. He
has solved numerous cases, many being murders. Truthfully, I think
it is unlikely that you would have solved this case on your own.
This is what the police will think as well. Maybe you should say
Detective Mark Taber consulted on the case.” The point made, she
returned her hand to her side.

He continued stroking his mustache, but then
allowed his hand to drop. “This sounds workable, but…” He held up a
finger mirroring Donna’s earlier actions, “…what’s in it for
you?”

Since it seemed as if she gave up all claim
to solving the case, she’d wait the tiniest bit, letting him think
he had received everything he asked for. When Ramirez dropped eye
contact and turned to Mark for an answer, she knew she had waited a
tad too long.

“I’d like another cruise, free, of course,”
she stated, to get his attention again.

“A free cruise!” His hands fluttered in the
air as if he were ready for take-off. “That’s impossible!”

“No, it isn’t.” It probably wouldn’t be an
appropriate time to mention she’d researched possible compensation
before stepping onto the ship. Anything from fires to piracy could
result in a free or discounted trip, not that she’d had any plans
before hand to ask for reimbursement. Her plan had been to sun by
the pool while various crew members waited on her. What she’d
wanted to be sure of before booking her cruise was that she had
chosen the line with the least number of lawsuits filed against it.
“I’ve read about cruise lines offering credit for a new cruise when
something horribly goes wrong.”

“That applies to a fire or the entire ship
getting sick, not playing at being a lady sleuth.”

“Play! I wasn’t playing when I hunted
down clues. Nor was I playing when I spoke to the suspects. Should
I ask what you were doing when I was supposedly…” She put her
fingers up to make air quotes, “…playing.”

“You shouldn’t have said that,” Mark
murmured under his breath, then shot the confused security director
a pitying look.

Ramirez pushed his shoulders back and thrust
his chin out. “I was conducting the ship’s business.”

Donna considered mentioning the casual chit
chat the director made with the various passengers when he wasn’t
hanging out at the pool ogling bikini-clad women. She didn’t.
Instead, she changed tactics. “You did help when Maria went into
labor. Anyone dealing with Heloise when she was in full rage
deserves some sympathy, too.”

“Yes, yes. This is true. I’m sorry for
saying playing. I misspoke. My English isn’t so good.”

She had her doubts about the last part since
any ship that carried mostly Americans would hire a security
director who could speak English fluently, but she’d give him that
one. “The cruise?” She raised her eyebrows.

“I’ll see what I can do. Perhaps a discount,
maybe half off?”

“Let me think about it.”

Mark made a face at her reply then mouthed
the words, “Take it. Honeymoon.”

It would be nice to get away, especially in
the winter. “Don’t we have some people to see?”

“Of course, right this way.” He opened the
door as Mark gathered his sports coat and Donna picked up her
purse.

They both followed the man keeping back far
enough in the hall for Mark to whisper. “You should take the
half-price cruise. It would make a good honeymoon. This time we can
get on the ship together.”

“I plan on it, but no reason to let him know
just yet, especially since I have to hold a straight face while he
makes himself out to be the hero.”

His fingers entangled with hers. “Don’t
worry. We both know the truth. That’s what matters.”

“I agree.”

She gave his hand a squeeze while Ramirez
stood by the elevator clapping his hands. “Hurry! We don’t have all
day.”

Maybe she should hold out for seventy-five
percent off. The way he immediately offered the half-off discount
meant that was the standard compensation package. You’d think for
the services of two skilled professionals, they could be a touch
more grateful.

The freight elevator shot downward without
the three of them saying anything. Perhaps the men were thinking
about their statements, but Donna had already moved on to wedding
plans. Since neither one of them was getting any younger, there was
no reason to plan a blowout wedding. Once home, she’d contact
Herman, who was a justice of the peace. She suspected he’d be
itching for a return visit to his former home in Legacy. He might
even bring some of his friends along. She’d need to have rooms open
for them, which meant the wedding couldn’t be during the busy
season.

Summer could be busy. As well as fall when
Columbus Days occurred. The entire town re-enacted one of
Columbus’s ships shipwrecking off the coast of North Carolina. Even
though originally Columbus was supposed to have landed on Christmas
day, everyone agreed that sailing was not a winter sport in North
Carolina. Last year, they couldn’t even round up three tall sailing
ships and had to settle for one cabin sailboat, a smaller Hobie
Cat, and Jamison’s Motors pontoon boat, which had a picture of a
tall ship painted on one side along with the name of the company
stenciled across it.

The elevator shuddered to a stop, and Mark
reached for her hand. Ramirez led them past the waiting people who
jostled each other with their carry-on bags as they waited to
disembark. As they passed the group, a few grumbled about Mark and
Donna getting preferential treatment.

By the time they reached a Staff Only door,
comments concerning them being arrested for smuggling now floated
through the corridor. One lady piped up loud enough for Donna to
hear.

“She even tried to buy an ivory bracelet.
You know those things are taboo.”

The words stopped her. Smugglers? Did
they look like smugglers? Wait a minute, that voice sounded
familiar. Heloise. She should have known. Even though she wanted to
correct Heloise and explain ivory was banned outright as opposed to
only being tabooed, a slight jerk on her hand had her looking up at
her fiancé.

“Ignore her. Gossipers gossip. End of
story.”

Maybe. In the end, it made her sound
rather mysterious, not that smuggling was ever on her bucket list
as something she wanted to do. Right now, getting home, seeing her
dog, and everything getting back to normal sounded just about
perfect, although, normal tended to be a relative word at the
Painted Lady Inn. If all went well, no one would die in her
vicinity in the next six months. With her free hand, she crossed
her fingers just to be sure.


Chapter Two
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The first hurdle to
navigate on the journey home was the busy Miami airport. At least
they were able to get out at the curb and right beside the courtesy
baggage check for their airline. They checked the large bags, but
Donna was determined to hold onto her tote bag and carry-on.

The palm trees outside the airport building
gave it a tropical flair and gladdened the hearts of all those who
traveled from snowy climes in the dead of winter, hoping for some
sunshine and warmth. There was plenty of both in Miami.

Music blasted from a nearby car with a Latin
flavor. Donna tried to pick out the words. Not only were they too
fast, she suspected they weren’t English, either.

Mark brandished their tickets tucked into an
envelope with their gate number on it. “Let’s go, honey. We can
bypass the counter and head directly to security.”

He held out his hand to her. Donna gave him
the handle of her carry-on, which she surmised wasn’t what he was
expecting to hold on to. “I’m only allowed one carry-on. I didn’t
want to check my souvenirs since some of them are delicate.”

Mark switched the carry-on to his right hand
and reached for Donna’s hand with his left. “I understand. With any
luck, we should get through security fast.” They walked in the same
direction a huge herd of people were heading. The human blob broke
apart and headed to various concourses, reassuring Donna they might
not have to wait forever as passengers unpacked the innards of
their carry-ons and placed them in plastic bins for the x-ray.

Their concourse security line snaked around
the various roped dividers rather like a Black Mambo or something
equally lethal. Mark sighed heavily while Donna entertained herself
by sniffing the air.

“I smell cinnamon rolls,” she announced.

“Not surprising.”

Being able to distinguish scents, even
ingredients that went into something, she considered her unique
skill. “There’s the smell of bacon and…” her nose wrinkled as she
identified the aroma, “…hotdogs. It’s not even lunchtime.”

Mark waggled his eyebrows playfully. “Not
everyone is on the same time, and some folks wouldn’t mind hot dogs
for breakfast.”

“Philistines.” She joked, using her great
grandmother’s label for anyone who didn’t do things her way. Donna
rocked up on her toes trying to figure out why their line wasn’t
moving.

A shrill, angry voice carried through the
airport security area.

“You will not rifle through my personal
things, young man!”

Donna slid Mark a knowing look. “Good gravy.
I had high hopes of getting through security and on the plane
before Heloise arrived. Our stop put us behind schedule.”

“Well, it is what it is.” He gestured to the
area where Heloise was shouting down a TSA employee while Cecilia
stood slightly away from the commotion, looking in the opposite
direction. The TSA man pulled a wine bottle out of the suitcase and
held it up high, causing the angry woman to reach for it.

“Give it to me. It’s mine. Do you have any
clue how much they charge for wine on the ship? An arm and a leg. I
intend to keep it.”

The uniformed man handed it to another
employee who threw it away. Heloise deflated a little, especially
when the sound of breaking glass carried in the suddenly quiet
area.

“Ma’am, do I need to call security?”

The question forced Cecilia into action. She
swung around and grabbed Heloise’s arm in a firm grip. “I’ll take
care of her. Mother’s mind tends to drift at times.”

“Mother!”

Anything else Heloise might have to say was
lost as Cecilia hustled the woman toward the gates.

Donna sighed and leaned against Mark, who
asked, “We aren’t on the same plane, are we?”

“Be real. The closest airport to Legacy is
Charleston International, and there aren’t all that many airlines
that stop there. The chance is very real we’ll be on the same
plane.”

“Maybe we’ll get bumped. We could
volunteer.” His eyebrows arched as he grinned. “What do you
think?”

“Don’t even think of it. I have a lot to do
and need to get started. Besides, it’s a short flight. With any
luck, Heloise will be thrown off before the flight takes off.”

“We can hope. If nothing else, we can plug
into the entertainment unit and watch a movie on the way back. That
way we won’t hear the complaining and demands.”

It made sense, but it wouldn’t do much for
her mother.

Once the commotion ended, they moved a few
feet. All the TSA employees who had hovered nearby thinking they’d
be asked to assist went back to screening people.

An older man in a parallel line waved and
called out. “Ahoy there!”

The gentleman with the wide smile and the
silver hair did look familiar.

Mark put up his hand to acknowledge him,
telling Donna, “Look, it’s Simon, your mother’s on-ship beau.”

Oh, yeah, that’s who it was. She gave a
finger wave. “He seemed nice.”

“He’s saying something. Can you make it
out?”

“I’m not sure. Something about my
mother.”

“It figures. We might see him after we get
through security.” The agent gestured for them to approach the
stand. Mark went first and flashed his identification. He took
Donna’s carry-on, leaving her with the tote bag. Remembering the
scene with Heloise, she mentally reviewed all of her items she’d
added, hoping they would pass security.

Were her toiletries small enough? Mark would
easily give up her expensive night cream she’d shoved in her
carry-on with intentions of moving it to her checked luggage. She
rattled the tote bag, urging Mark to take it. He refused, due to it
having high heels and lips stick tubes all over it.

The t-shirts, hats, and jewelry she’d
brought back as souvenirs would have made it through security easy
enough, especially since they’d already been processed by customs
at the port terminal. Everything had been loaded into the limo,
which did turn out to be a van as she previously thought. It would
be difficult to say what went on during the inspection. She hadn’t
had a chance to check her luggage and assumed everything was still
there.

Her time came. She hurried to the conveyor
belt and placed her tote bag and purse into one bin as she toed off
her shoes. Donna walked slowly to the metal detector, wondering if
her underwire bra would be her undoing. The metal detector remained
silent as she walked through. With the hard part of the trip over,
she pulled her shoes back on and gathered her supplies which, to
her delight, passed inspection.

The flight home was uneventful except for
Simon Lightwater being on the plane. Somehow, he had brokered a
deal with Heloise to take his seat in first class while he joined
Cecilia in coach. Daniel bumped up his and Maria’s tickets to first
class to celebrate his status as a family man and keep a safety
zone between coughing passengers and Baby Cici.

She fastened her seatbelt as Mark nodded to
her mother and beau a few seats ahead of them. “Love is in the
air.”

Donna held out her own hand and admired the
way the light bounced off the diamond. “I agree.”

“I’ll not be fool enough to disagree with
you, but I wasn’t referring to us. I was referring to your mother
and Simon.”

“Oh.” She shrugged her shoulders. “I believe
his interest is sincere. It’s my mother who I have doubts about.
She told me she had no interest in love or marriage. She is quite
content to be wined and dined, but that’s it.”

Who could blame her? Her parents married
young and may not have even dated anyone else. Suddenly, her mother
was the most popular girl at the party. Who would want to give that
up?

The flight went fast. There were no outraged
screams from first class nor were there any harried looking
attendants, which must mean Heloise had fallen asleep or was living
life to the fullest.

Because her fiancé had driven himself to the
airport, Donna managed to bypass riding home with the family. As
the newly engaged couple, they’d think all they’d do is whisper
sweet nothings to each other.

“You have no clue how much I appreciate you
driving.”

Mark laughed as he placed the luggage in the
trunk. “Yeah, I kinda got that impression. Why would you not want
to ride home with the family?”

“And Heloise.” She added the one name
because it made a major difference. “Still, it’s not just her. When
you get my mother and Maria together, they want to talk wedding.
They start asking me about dates, food, music, who to invite and
who not to invite. The two of them are worse than editors at a
bridal magazine.”

“Maybe they’re frustrated wedding
planners.”

“Could be.” A sudden epiphany occurred to
her as she maneuvered into Mark’s car. “You know, I mentioned
having the wedding at the inn. We will take pictures, right?”

“People usually do.” He closed his door and
started the car.

“Exactly.”

He worked his way through the parking garage
and fiddled with the navigation system. “Not getting anything. It
should clear once we get outside.”

They paid the parking fee and exited. Donna
figured that somehow her sweetie missed out on her having an
amazing insight. She cleared her throat.

Knowing the routine, Mark didn’t look away
from the road. “What is it?”

“I said exactly. You never bothered
to ask why I said that.” She crossed her arms, attempting to make
her point.

“No need to ask since I knew you’d tell
me.”

She made a slight snort, not sure if she
should be offended or not. “Well, I guess you got me there.”

“So, exactly what?” He eased onto the
road.

“As you probably know, I just about gave up
on my wedding chapel. Originally, I thought some photos of a cute,
young couple tying the knot on the website might do the trick, but
now I’m not so sure.”

“Why is that? I know you’ve never tried
it.”

“I meant to, but with working at the
hospital, there never seemed to be time. Still…” She held up one
finger. “I may have been aiming at the wrong demographic.”

“How so?”

He really didn’t understand. As a man, he
probably hadn’t been planning a storybook wedding since he was
twelve. Most of her friends had cut pictures out of magazines and
pasted them into notebooks as they planned their extravaganza
ceremony. By the time they did marry, the notebooks had been
tossed. The obsession with weddings she blamed on the movies and
pretty much every tale that featured a prince and a wedding.

“When you’re young and Daddy is footing the
bill, you spend outrageous sums on catering, horse-drawn carriages,
and designer gowns because the couple has no concept of money. They
even have to hire a wedding planner. Up to this point, they’ve had
everything provided for them. Our wedding chapel would not attract
the pull-all-the-stops group. Instead, people marrying a second or
third time would be more likely to want a quiet wedding. We could
also offer a vows renewal.”

“Sounds good. Would you be the designated
wedding planner?”

“Good Heavens, no!” She threw her hands up
in the air to emphasize her point. “Those women are impossible.
They’re controlling, always interfering where they aren’t needed.
I’m not a bit like that.”

Mark cut his eyes in her direction but said
nothing.

“What was that supposed to mean?” She knew
the man’s moods and often he managed to say a great deal by saying
nothing.

“Hmm. Nothing.”

“I don’t accept that. Come’ on. Tell me. You
know I won’t leave you alone until you tell me more.”

He gave a heavy sigh. “Call me stupid
because I know anything, I say will get me into trouble.”

“Quit stalling. Spit it out.”

He held up one hand as if gesturing for a
halt. “I never said you were anything like a wedding planner. Never
even met one as far as I know.”

She realized a buildup when she heard one.
“Cut to the chase.”

“I was afraid you would say that.” He put
his hand back on the wheel. “You’re a smart, determined woman who
knows what she wants.”

“Would it help if I promise not be
angry?”

He shook his head. “I find that hard to
believe. Okay. I’ll take it. You can be the tiniest bit bossy.”

“Me? Bossy?” Her voice went up as she
splayed her hand against her chest. “You must be joking.”

Instead of answering, Mark’s brow furrowed
as confusion chased across his face. She could well imagine what he
was thinking. Something along the lines of damned if you do and
damned if you don’t.

“Breathe easy. I know I’m bossy. I consider
it one of my better characteristics, especially since I’m always
right.”

A choking sound came from the driver’s side
of the car.

“Get over it.”

“You’re not always right.”

“Most of the time.”

“Some of the time.”

Her lips twisted into a moue of distaste.
Mark was probably the only person who could get away with telling
her she wasn’t always right, and she could accept that, but not
with grace. “I’ve forgotten what we were talking about.”

“That you’re nothing like a wedding
planner.”

“Exactly.” Her phone chimed, interrupting a
rerun of the pointless conversation. “Hello?”

“It’s me, Tennyson. I assume you’re on your
way back.”

“We are.”

“There’s some women who want to come and
check out the front parlor. They may want to have a meeting or
something. No food is involved. I wanted to know if that is a go
for you?”

While she expected to hit the ground running
once, she got back to Legacy, she hadn’t expected guests in the inn
already. “They aren’t staying overnight, or are they?”

“No. No one mentioned it. Just want to check
out the inn. Something about they heard about you having your
wedding here and wanted to see the place. Congratulations by the
way. Tell Mark, way to go.”

Her employee’s enthusiasm on their upcoming
nuptials made her smile. “How did anyone know about the
wedding?”

“Maria called me. Not sure if she called
anyone else yet.”

“It’s not important.” Her money was still on
Heloise. “Make sure the place is swept and dusted. If there are any
fresh flowers that look halfway decent, move them into the
parlor.”

“Will do.”

“How’s Jasper?”

“He had the type of depression only
scrambled eggs with cheese could cure.”

“Sounds about right.” She was ready to hang
up when she realized she hadn’t asked who was coming. It could be
that snobby book club trying to get their foot in the door while
her back was turned. “Who’s coming?”

“Not sure about the name, just some wedding
planners. See ya.”

“Bye.”

All of a sudden, she couldn’t turn around
without running into a wedding planner.


Chapter Three
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The graceful lines of the
inn came into view as Mark turned the corner. The grass needed to
be cut, but it wasn’t horrible. The purple asters she’d planted in
the porch flower boxes before leaving were still blooming. She’d
have to credit Tennyson for watering them.

The magnolia tree shade shadowed a few
unfamiliar cars clumped together at the end of the parking lot.
Donna pointed to the cars, noticing they were all more expensive
than her own humble sedan. “Must be the wedding planners’ cars.
Looks to be a profitable business.”

“Yep. Why wouldn’t it be?” He gave a small
snort and continued, not allowing her to answer. “Weddings nowadays
are three ring circuses. You need a non-relative to bark orders to
avoid people getting their feelings hurt.”

“Spoken like a true man. Every bride wants
to feel like a princess on her special day.” She parroted the words
she’d heard so many times from co-workers, mothers of the bride,
and from one battered caterer she’d met in the emergency room, when
‘Bride-zilla’ had had a strong reaction when they ran out of crab
puffs.

“Pleeeeease. Don’t tell me you believe that.
Are you going to go all out and get a wedding planner?”

The way he said it made it sound like the
most ridiculous thing in the world. She’d been planning on
something simple and tasteful with her old neighbor, Herman,
presiding over the nuptials. Wasn’t her besotted fiancé supposed to
declare anything she wanted would be fine?

Nothing made her want to do something more
than being told she couldn’t. In this case, it wasn’t exactly being
told she couldn’t, but an implication that it would be foolish to
do so. “I wasn’t planning on it, but maybe I should see what
services they offer. After all, they are in regular contact with
wedding vendors. They could advise me who have the best cakes, most
extravagant caterer, cheapest rental.”

“Come on now. Be the practical down-to-earth
woman I love. I’m afraid putting a ring on your finger transformed
you into someone else.”

His laughter didn’t ease Donna’s irritation.
She stuck her tongue out at him, which only made him laugh
harder.

“You have no clue what is involved in
weddings. I will need the help when you consider I’m still working
second shift at the hospital and running the inn. I don’t
have time to plan a wedding.”

“Then don’t do it. All we have to do is go
downtown, stand before a judge, and say our I do’s.”

“I refuse to do that. It smells likes a
hurry-up wedding, the type of thing people do when the girl is
already in labor or some guy must be married to inherit. No, thank
you. Our wedding would be an excellent opportunity to showcase the
inn.”

A dramatic groan filled the car as Mark
parked and switched off the ignition. “I thought our wedding was
about us declaring our love and devotion to each other.”

“Of course, it is.” She smiled at Mark who
gave her a disbelieving look as he swung his car door open. She
waited until he had made it to her side and opened her door before
continuing. “I’m not sure why it couldn’t showcase the inn and
declare our love at the same time.”

“Who do we need to showcase the inn to? I’m
sure everyone we know has already been in the inn already. Legacy’s
finest have tromped through the halls on various occasions.”

The memory of the police being in her inn
more than once to investigate murders made her wrinkle her nose.
While Mark had managed to get the inn out of the paper on a few
occasions, it hadn’t stopped people from whispering. She’d like a
better reputation for the inn than a place you’d most likely end up
dead.

“That’s all well and good. You can invite
some of your cop friends, but I thought it might be nice to invite
your police commissioner and the mayor.”

“The mayor? That slimy dirt bag who came
here from Maryland and knows nothing about what Legacy needs?”

“That’s the one. How can he know what the
locals need if they don’t invite him to events?”

Mark moved toward the trunk, making Donna
assume he hadn’t heard her
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