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Chapter 1—Bridal Gown Purgatory
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Okay, I want to marry Di, but do I have to gussy myself up like a Barbie first?

Staring at herself in a full-length mirror, MacBeth Welles sighed. She had twenty dresses to choose from and a wedding which was two and a half months away, and, by the fifth dress, she hadn’t found anything that she’d have willingly allowed herself to be seen in without gunfire ensuing.

Of course, it didn’t help that the wedding was in Prospector’s Rest, North Carolina, which was so small that the only place to buy a gown was The Feminine Mystique, one of the crafts stores on Main Street which kept the tiny mountain town afloat. Usually, it focused on handmade women’s fashions, although—since there basically weren’t any other women’s clothing stores in the town—it also kept a small collection of mass-produced wedding dresses for potential brides. If a bride liked one, they’d then order it for her in her size. If she didn’t, her only option was to go to Asheville, about a half hour away, and try her luck in a bigger city.

Typically, this wasn’t too much of a problem, as there were only 300, or thereabouts, people in town (as the Prospector’s Rest welcome sign had said for 100 years or so), so it wasn’t like there were usually more than one or two brides per year, at most. The main issue was that the owner of The Feminine Mystique, Frieda DeKlerk, sometimes forgot about this less-in-demand part of her business and failed to update her stock, ending up with samples of dresses which were no longer available wholesale.

As the dresses weren’t exactly her biggest seller, this was usually fine. But, for these particular nuptials, there was a bit more on the line.

Staring in the mirror at the back of her current bridal gown attempt, Mac sighed. There was lace with buttons down it and a train which went on for a good half an aisle or so.

Like I could chase somebody down in this thing. Nope. Next!

Okay, granted, she wasn’t likely to be chasing anyone down on her wedding day, even though she was the sheriff, but she always liked to have her options open.

At least she wasn’t alone in this horror, although her fellow bride was a bit more girly and into it than she was.

As their mayor had offered to pay for all the expenses of a wedding day if Mac and her man, Officer Obadiah Goode, agreed to a joint wedding along with Mac’s deputy, Alex Martinez, and his fiancée, Officer Candice Worthy, Mac and Candice were mostly simply following instructions rather than planning.

For Mac, this was a blessing. “Let’s plan a dream wedding!” had never been one of her games as a kid.

How Candice felt about having all the details of the event taken from her, Mac wasn’t entirely sure, although she was quite certain how the woman felt about her current attempt at a dress.

Frowning down at a dress which was more an old-fashioned, nearly see-through corset with a skirt attached, Candice looked beautiful as always. A white woman with very blonde hair and a lovely face, she looked good in anything, even making their department uniform seem like something off a runway. As Mac’s ancestry—which apparently did include some Cherokee blood at some point—had given her more light brown skin, brown eyes, and long brown hair, she and Candice would not be matching on their shared wedding day, so they weren’t even trying to find coordinating dresses.

Grunting, as she stared down at her latest attempt, Candice’s displeasure was clear.

“If I’d wanted to look like this, I’d have stuck to stripping.”

One eyebrow raised, she stared back up to Mac.

“Any chance you want to try this one on?” she wondered.

“Please God, no.”

Mac shook her head, and Candice laughed, looking Mac’s current dress over.

“It’s pretty, but it’s so not you.”

“Couldn’t agree more. Next!”

With Frieda and her two assistants’ help, Mac and Candice were freed from the last terrible dress torture and moved on to the next one. They were both in the back dressing room Frieda saved for brides, along with Mayor Velveteen, who watched the dresses go by with a discerning shake of her head.

So far, they’d been through five dresses apiece, both Mac and Candice deciding against the ones the other had tried on, as well. Knowing their wedding day was getting close, Velveteen had gotten Frieda to order an extra ten dress samples to have some to work with, but that only left them five more apiece, and there hadn’t been a single one so far which wouldn’t have made Mac talk Di into eloping.

This would have been problematic, as Di had a lot of friends and family coming for the big day. All the closest friends in his Men Who Stitch Facebook group were going to be here, even Kennedy, who was still in high school. Fortunately, the wedding coincided with his Spring Break, and Mayor Velveteen had talked his parents into letting him come along. They’d agreed, so long as his sister, Lainey, came with him. As it would be the first time Di would be meeting all of these online friends in person, he was excited about the event for more than their actual marriage—although, bless him, he was pretty amped about that, too.

Still, his part in this was easier, at least when it came to clothes. He and Alex Martinez—Candice’s fiancé—would be wearing tuxes ordered in by Velveteen. As they’d only had to come from Asheville, they’d already arrived.

Sighing, Mac remembered all too well.

Seeing Di in his tuxedo, complete with red bow tie and cummerbund, had kind of taken her breath away. Di was 6' 4" of beautiful African-American man with dark skin, and his braids had been held back in a ponytail as he’d tried it on. Although the tux actually needed a bit of alteration—Di was a very well-built man—Mac had still had trouble waiting till she could drag him home to have her way with him.

Granted, Alex had looked good, too, although she didn’t usually think of him in those terms. He was a very attractive Latino man whose Peruvian grandparents had blessed him with dark brown skin, dark eyes, and dark brown hair, which he tended to keep rather short. There was a lot of the town which were extremely jealous of Candice in the catch she’d made, and, when the woman had seen him in his tux yesterday, she hadn’t been able to keep herself from going up and kissing him, which was a way more public display of affection than the two of them usually indulged in.

Although theirs was quite a small town, their wedding party was going to be fairly multiethnic.

Hey, we’re small, not narrow.

Well, mostly.

But that she had to try on all these darn dresses . . .

As yet another one was shoved on and prepared to be fitted to her with big clips—since she was a bit smaller than many of her fellow townspeople, the larger sample sizes Frieda tended to order swamped her—Mac sighed.

“Can I just wear a tux, too?” she groaned, although, admittedly, the words were lost somewhere inside the folds of the gown.

Once her head finally popped free again, Velveteen—who was sitting in a chair near them—glared at her.

“Not. A. Chance.”

Although Mac sighed, she’d known this. Thankfully, Di wouldn’t care what she was wearing, but still . . .

Granted, too, as this day was being paid for by Velveteen from town funds, it meant that the entire town was invited to it. While Mac didn’t care about the details much one way or another, the whole Yay! I’m the center of attention! thing she could have done without.

That she even had to wear her hair up to get all the dresses on and off was only another annoyance to the day. While she did wear it up more now that she was the sheriff, it still kind of annoyed her. Normally, the only time her long hair wasn’t down was when she was retooling a ‘60s muscle car.

Admittedly, her long locks were not any happier about the experience. They were now half-hanging down to her shoulders and would have to be redone again soon. It would be the fourth time so far.

Still, once she was finally in the new dress, she saw Candice laughing, although clearly trying not to. Generally, she wasn’t that type of person, so it had to be pretty bad.

“Sorry.”

She shook her head.

“It’s just so not you.”

Turning to the mirror, Mac beheld herself in a silk or taffeta or something white dress with no sleeves which pretty much held up her boobs for the world to survey.

“Ye gods,” she opined, and Candice giggled all the louder. “If I wear this, we’re both going to have to take up stripping.”

Still giggling, Candice agreed.

“So true.”

But, even as Mac turned back to see whatever horror Candice was now being subjected to, her eyes kind of popped, although, since she was looking down at it, Candice didn’t notice.

The dress was white—all of them were white, which made Mac yearn to overturn several centuries of idiot bridal color symbolism—and was entirely covered in feathers.

“Merciful heaven,” Candice groaned. “I’m a duck.”

Even Velveteen was snorting slightly—and you had to go pretty far to get a reaction out of her. Covering her eyes, she shook her head.

“Off,” she groaned, waving her hand. “Take them off.”

Soon, Candice and Mac were hidden in fifty tons of white cloth again, making it hard to talk.

Their grooms were out in chairs set up in the outer part of the store, waiting to see them in some possibilities. So far, they’d had a very long wait.

Sighing, Mac knew this day would have been much easier had they had more time before the wedding. When she and Di, and Alex and Candice—entirely separately—had decided to get married, they hadn’t intended to do it within six months, three of which had been taken up with Mac’s reelection campaign for sheriff, so no planning had gotten done.

Not to mention there was the theft of the election machines, and the mass drugging of the Ladies Aid and . . .

Yeah, it had been a pretty eventful election season.

Still, when Velveteen had offered to pay for the nuptials, so long as the two couples had them for the whole town to enjoy, they would have had to be crazy not to agree. For Mac, especially, not having to plan everything was a godsend she wasn’t willing to question, lest Velveteen change her mind.

Unfortunately, this also meant that the wedding had to be in a mere three months from the day of that decision back in December. This put it in March, which was right before the tourist season began, which meant that all celebrations and honeymoons would be over once the main population of visitors came in.

But it also meant that it was not at all enough time to find the right dress. Or, at the very least, one which wouldn’t send the guests into howls of laughter.

Clearly, she wasn’t the only one thinking this, Velveteen’s voice summing things up.

“So far, we’ve seen Barbie’s Dream Dress, Scarlett O’Hara’s Plantation Fantasy, Life on a Stripper Pole, Meringues Ahoy!, Easy-Access Mammogram, and I Wanna Be a Duck
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