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		BY THE TIME SHE WAS EIGHT, MACKENSIE ELLIOT HAD BEEN married fourteen times. She’d married each of her three best friends—as both bride and groom—her best friend’s brother (under his protest), two dogs, three cats, and a rabbit.

		She’d served at countless other weddings as maid of honor, bridesmaid, groomsman, best man, and officiant.

		Though the dissolutions were invariably amicable, none of the marriages lasted beyond an afternoon. The transitory aspect of marriage came as no surprise to Mac, as her own parents boasted two each—so far.

		Wedding Day wasn’t her favorite game, but she kind of liked being the priest or the reverend or the justice of the peace. Or, after attending her father’s second wife’s nephew’s bar mitzvah, the rabbi.

		Plus, she enjoyed the cupcakes or fancy cookies and fizzy lemonade always served at the reception.

		It was Parker’s favorite game, and Wedding Day always took place on the Brown Estate, with its expansive gardens, pretty  groves, and silvery pond. In the cold Connecticut winters, the ceremony might take place in front of one of the roaring fires inside the big house.

		They had simple weddings and elaborate affairs. Royal weddings, star-crossed elopements, circus themes, and pirate ships. All ideas were seriously considered and voted upon, and no theme or costume too outrageous.

		Still, with fourteen marriages under her belt, Mac grew a bit weary of Wedding Day.

		Until she experienced her seminal moment.

		
			For her eighth birthday Mackensie’s charming and mostly absent father sent her a Nikon camera. She’d never expressed any interest in photography, and initially pushed it away with the other odd gifts he’d given or sent since the divorce. But Mac’s mother told her mother, and Grandma muttered and complained about “feckless, useless Geoffrey Elliot” and the inappropriate gift of an adult camera for a young girl who’d be better off with a Barbie doll.
		

		As she habitually disagreed with her grandmother on principle, Mac’s interest in the camera piqued. To annoy Grandma—who was visiting for the summer instead of being in her retirement community in Scottsdale, where Mac strongly believed she belonged—Mac hauled the Nikon around with her. She toyed with it, experimented. She took pictures of her room, of her feet, of her friends. Shots that were blurry and dark, or fuzzy and washed out. With her lack of success, and her mother’s impending divorce from her stepfather, Mac’s interest in the Nikon began to wane. Even years later she couldn’t say what prompted her to bring it along to Parker’s that pretty summer afternoon for Wedding Day.

		Every detail of the traditional garden wedding had been planned. Emmaline as the bride and Laurel as groom would exchange their vows beneath the rose arbor. Emma would wear  the lace veil and train Parker’s mother had made out of an old tablecloth, while Harold, Parker’s aging and affable golden retriever walked her down the garden path to give her away.

		A selection of Barbies, Kens, and Cabbage Patch Kids, along with a variety of stuffed animals lined the path as guests.

		“It’s a very private ceremony,” Parker relayed as she fussed with Emma’s veil. “With a small patio reception to follow. Now, where’s the best man?”

		Laurel, her knee recently skinned, shoved through a trio of hydrangeas. “He ran away, and went up a tree after a squirrel. I can’t get him to come down.”

		Parker rolled her eyes. “I’ll get him. You’re not supposed to see the bride before the wedding. It’s bad luck. Mac, you need to fix Emma’s veil and get her bouquet. Laurel and I’ll get Mr. Fish out of the tree.”

		“I’d rather go swimming,” Mac said as she gave Emma’s veil an absent tug.

		“We can go after I get married.”

		“I guess. Aren’t you tired of getting married?”

		“Oh, I don’t mind. And it smells so good out here. Everything’s so pretty.”

		Mac gave Emma the clutch of dandelions and wild violets they were allowed to pick. “You look pretty.”

		It was invariably true. Emma’s dark, shiny hair tumbled under the white lace. Her eyes sparkled a deep, deep brown as she sniffed the weed bouquet. She was tanned, sort of all golden, Mac thought, and scowled at her own milk white skin.

		The curse of a redhead, her mother said, as she got her carroty hair from her father. At eight, Mac was tall for her age and skinny as a stick, with teeth already trapped in hated braces.

		She thought that, beside her, Emmaline looked like a gypsy princess.

		Parker and Laurel came back, giggling with the feline best  man clutched in Parker’s arms. “Everybody has to take their places.” Parker poured the cat into Laurel’s arms. Mac, you need to get dressed! Emma—”

		“I don’t want to be maid of honor.” Mac looked at the poofy Cinderella dress draped over a garden bench. “That thing’s scratchy, and it’s hot. Why can’t Mr. Fish be maid of honor, and I’ll be best man?”

		“Because it’s already planned. Everybody’s nervous before a wedding.” Parker flipped back her long brown pigtails, then picked up the dress to inspect it for tears or stains. Satisfied, she pushed it at Mac. “It’s okay. It’s going to be a beautiful ceremony, with true love and happy ever after.”

		“My mother says happy ever after’s a bunch of bull.”

		
			There was a moment of silence after Mac’s statement. The unspoken word divorce seemed to hang in the air.
		

		“I don’t think it has to be.” Her eyes full of sympathy, Parker reached out, ran her hand along Mac’s bare arm.

		“I don’t want to wear the dress. I don’t want to be a bridesmaid. I—”

		“Okay. That’s okay. We can have a pretend maid of honor. Maybe you could take pictures.”

		Mac looked down at the camera she’d forgotten hung around her neck. “They never come out right.”

		“Maybe they will this time. It’ll be fun. You can be the official wedding photographer.”

		“Take one of me and Mr. Fish,” Laurel insisted, and pushed her face and the cat’s together. “Take one, Mac!”

		With little enthusiasm, Mac lifted the camera, pressed the shutter.

		“We should’ve thought of this before! You can take formal portraits of the bride and groom, and more pictures during the ceremony.” Busy with the new idea, Parker hung the Cinderella costume on the hydrangea bush. “It’ll be good, it’ll be fun. You  need to go down the path with the bride and Harold. Try to take some good ones. I’ll wait, then start the music. Let’s go!”

		There would be cupcakes and lemonade, Mac reminded herself. And swimming later, and fun. It didn’t matter if the pictures were stupid, didn’t matter that her grandmother was right and she was too young for the camera.

		It didn’t matter that her mother was getting divorced again, or that her stepfather, who’d been okay, had already moved out.

		It didn’t matter that happy ever after was bull, because it was all pretend anyway.

		She tried to take pictures of Emma and the obliging Harold, imagined getting the film back and seeing the blurry figures and smudges of her thumb, like always.

		When the music started she felt bad that she hadn’t put on the scratchy dress and given Emma a maid of honor, just because her mother and grandmother had put her in a bad mood. So she circled around to stand to the side and tried harder to take a nice picture of Harold walking Emma down the garden path.

		It looked different through the lens, she thought, the way she could focus on Emma’s face—the way the veil lay over her hair. And the way the sun shined through the lace was pretty.

		She took more pictures as Parker began the “Dearly Beloved” as the Reverend Whistledown, as Emma and Laurel took hands and Harold curled up to sleep and snore at their feet.

		She noticed how bright Laurel’s hair was, how the sun caught the edges of it beneath the tall black hat she wore as groom. How Mr. Fish’s whiskers twitched as he yawned.

		When it happened, it happened as much inside Mac as out. Her three friends were grouped under the lush white curve of the arbor, a triangle of pretty young girls. Some instinct had Mac shifting her position, just slightly, tilting the camera just a bit. She didn’t know it as composition, only that it looked nicer through the lens.

		And the blue butterfly fluttered across her range of vision to land on the head of a butter yellow dandelion in Emma’s bouquet. The surprise and pleasure struck the three faces in that triangle under the white roses almost as one.

		Mac pressed the shutter.

		
			She knew, knew, the photograph wouldn’t be blurry and dark or fuzzy and washed out. Her thumb wouldn’t be blocking the lens. She knew exactly what the picture would look like, knew her grandmother had been wrong after all.
		

		
			Maybe happy ever after was bull, but she knew she wanted to take more pictures of moments that were happy. Because then they were ever after.
		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER ONE
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		ON JANUARY FIRST, MAC ROLLED OVER TO SMACK HER ALARM clock, and ended up facedown on the floor of her studio.

		“Shit. Happy New Year.”

		She lay, groggy and baffled, until she remembered she’d never made it upstairs into bed—and the alarm was from her computer, set to wake her at noon.

		She pushed herself up to stagger to the kitchen and the coffeemaker.

		Why did people want to get married on New Year’s Eve? Why would they make a formal ritual out of a holiday designed for marathon drinking and probably inappropriate sex? And they just had to drag family and friends into it, not to mention wedding photographers.

		Of course, when the reception had finally ended at two A.M., she could’ve gone to bed like a sane person instead of uploading the shots, reviewing them—spending nearly three more hours on the Hines-Myers wedding photos.

		But, boy, she’d gotten some good ones. A few great ones.

		Or they were all crap and she’d judged them in a euphoric blur.

		No, they were good shots.

		She added three spoons of sugar to the black coffee and drank it while standing at the window, looking out at the snow blanketing the gardens and lawns of the Brown Estate.

		They’d done a good job on the wedding, she thought. And maybe Bob Hines and Vicky Myers would take a clue from that and do a good job on the marriage.

		Either way, the memories of the day wouldn’t fade. The moments, big and small, were captured. She’d refine them, finesse them, print them. Bob and Vicky could revisit the day through those images next week or sixty years from next week.

		That, she thought, was as potent as sweet, black coffee on a cold winter day.

		Opening a cupboard, she pulled out a box of Pop-Tarts and, eating one where she stood, went over her schedule for the day.

		Clay-McFearson (Rod and Alison) wedding at six. Which meant the bride and her party would arrive by three, groom and his by four. That gave her until two for the pre-event summit meeting at the main house.

		Time enough to shower, dress, go over her notes, check and recheck her equipment. Her last check of the day’s weather called for sunny skies, high of thirty-two. She should be able to get some nice preparation shots using natural light and maybe talk Alison—if she was game—into a bridal portrait on the balcony with the snow in the background.

		Mother of the bride, Mac remembered—Dorothy (call me Dottie)—was on the pushy and demanding side, but she’d be dealt with. If Mac couldn’t handle her personally, God knew Parker would. Parker could and did handle anyone and anything.

		Parker’s drive and determination had turned Vows into one of the top wedding and event planning companies in the state in a  five-year period. It had turned the tragedy of her parents’ deaths into hope, and the gorgeous Victorian home and the stunning grounds of the Brown Estate into a thriving and unique business.

		And, Mac thought as she swallowed the last of the Pop-Tart, she herself was one of the reasons.

		She moved through the studio toward the stairs to her upstairs bed and bath, stopped at one of her favorite photos. The glowing, ecstatic bride with her face lifted, her arms stretched, palms up, caught in a shower of pink rose petals.

		
			Cover of Today’s Bride, Mac thought. Because I’m just that good.
		

		In her thick socks, flannel pants, and sweatshirt she climbed the stairs to transform herself from tired, pj-clad, Pop-Tart addict into sophisticated wedding photojournalist.

		She ignored her unmade bed—why make it when you were just going to mess it up again?—and the bedroom clutter. The hot shower worked with the sugar and caffeine to clear out any remaining cobwebs so she could put her mind seriously to today’s job.

		She had a bride who was interested in trying the creative, a passive-aggressive MOB who thought she knew best, a groom so dazzling in love he’d do anything to make his bride happy. And both her B and G were seriously photogenic.

		The last fact made the job both pleasure and challenge. Just how could she give her clients a photo journey of their day that was spectacular, and uniquely theirs?

		Bride’s colors, she thought, flipping through her mental files as she washed her short, shaggy crop of red hair. Silver and gold. Elegant, glamorous.

		She’d had a look at the flowers and the cake—both getting their finishing touches today—the favors and linens, attendants’ wardrobes, headdresses. She had a copy of the playlist from the band with the first dance, mother-son, father-daughter dances highlighted.

		So, she thought, for the next several hours, her world would revolve around Rod and Alison.

		She chose her suit, her jewelry, her makeup with nearly the same care as she chose her equipment. Loaded, she went out to make the short trek from the pool house that held her studio and little apartment to the main house.

		The snow sparkled, crushed diamonds over ermine, and the air was cold and clean as mountain ice. She definitely had to get some outside shots, daylight and evening. Winter wedding, white wedding, snow on the ground, ice glistening on the trees, just dripping from the denuded willows over the pond. And there the fanciful old Victorian with its myriad rooflines, the arched and porthole windows, rising and spreading, soft blue against the hard shell of sky. Its terraces and generous portico heralded the season with their festoons of lights and greenery.

		She studied it as she often did as she walked the shoveled paths. She loved the lines of it, the angles of it, with its subtle touches of pale yellow, creamy white picked out in that soft, subtle blue.

		It had been as much home to her as her own growing up. Often more so, she admitted, as her own had run on her mother’s capricious whims. Parker’s parents had been warm, welcoming, loving and—Mac thought now—steady. They’d given her a calm port in the storm of her own childhood.

		She’d grieved as much as her friend at their loss nearly seven years before.

		Now the Brown Estate was her home. Her business. Her life. And a good one on every level. What could be better than doing something you loved, and doing it with the best friends you’d ever had?

		She went in through the mudroom to hang up her outdoor gear, then circled around to peek into Laurel’s domain.

		Her friend and partner stood on a step stool, meticulously adding silver calla lilies to the five tiers of a wedding cake. Each  flower bloomed at the base of a gold acanthus leaf to glimmering, elegant effect.

		“That’s a winner, McBane.”

		Laurel’s hand was steady as a surgeon’s as she added the next lily. Her sunny hair was twisted at the back of her head into a messy knot that somehow suited the angular triangle of her face. As she worked, her eyes, bright as bluebells, held narrowed concentration.

		“I’m so glad she went for the lily centerpiece instead of the bride and groom topper. It makes this design. Wait until we get to the ballroom and add it.”

		Mac pulled out a camera. “It’s a good shot for the website. Okay?”

		“Sure. Get any sleep?”

		“Didn’t hit until about five, but I stayed down till noon. You?”

		“Down by two thirty. Up at seven to finish the groom’s cake, the desserts—and this. I’m so damn glad we have two weeks before the next wedding.” She glanced over. “Don’t tell Parker I said that.”

		“She’s up, I assume.”

		“She’s been in here twice. She’s probably been everywhere twice. I think I heard Emma come in. They may be up in the office by now.”

		“I’m heading up. Are you coming?”

		“Ten minutes. I’ll be on time.”

		“On time is late in Parker’s world.” Mac grinned. “I’ll try to distract her.”

		“Just tell her some things can’t be rushed. And that the MOB’s going to get so many compliments on this cake she’ll stay off our backs.”

		“That one could work.”

		Mac started out, winding through to check the entrance foyer and the massive drawing room where the ceremony itself  would take place. Emmaline and her elves had already been at work, she noted, undressing from the last wedding, redressing for the new. Every bride had her own vision, and this one wanted lots of gold and silver ribbon and swag as opposed to the lavender and cream voile of New Year’s Eve.

		The fire was set in the drawing room and would be lit before the guests began to arrive. White-draped chairs sparkling with silver bows formed row after row. Emma had already dressed the mantel with gold candles in silver holders, and the bride’s favorite white calla lilies massed in tall, thin glass vases.

		Mac circled the room, considered angles, lighting, composition—and made more notes as she walked out and took the stairs to the third floor.

		As she expected, she found Parker in the conference room of their office, surrounded by her laptop, BlackBerry, folders, cell phone, and headset. Her dense brown hair hung in a long tail—sleek and simple. It worked with the suit—a quiet dove gray—that would blend in and complement the bride’s colors.

		Parker missed no tricks.

		She didn’t look up but circled a finger in the air as she continued to work on the laptop. Knowing the signal, Mac crossed to the coffee counter and filled mugs for both of them. She sat, laid down her own file, opened her own notebook.

		Parker sat back, smiled, and picked up her mug. “It’s going to be a good one.”

		“No doubt.”

		“Roads are clear, weather’s good. The bride’s up, had breakfast and a massage. The groom’s had a workout and a swim. Caterers are on schedule. All attendants are accounted for.” She checked her watch. “Where are Emma and Laurel?”

		“Laurel’s putting the finishing touches on the cake, which is stupendous. I haven’t seen Emma, but she’s started dressing the event areas. Pretty. I want some outdoor shots. Before and after.”

		“Don’t keep the bride outside for too long before. We don’t want her red-nosed and sniffling.”

		“You may have to keep the MOB off my back.”

		“Already noted.”

		Emma rushed in, a Diet Coke in one hand, a file in the other. “Tink’s hungover and a no-show, so I’m one short. Let’s keep this brief, okay?” She dropped down at the table. Her curling black hair bounced over the shoulders of her sweatshirt. “The Bride’s Suite and the Drawing Room are dressed. Foyer and stairway, nearly finished. The bouquets, corsages, and boutonnieres checked. We’ve started on the Grand Hall and the Ballroom. I need to get back to that.”

		“Flower girl?”

		“White rose pomander, silver and gold ribbon. I have her halo—roses and baby’s breath—ready for the hairdresser. It’s adorable. Mac, I need some pictures of the arrangements if you can fit it in. If not, I’ll get them.”

		“I’ll take care of it.”

		“Thanks. The MOB—”

		“I’m on it,” Parker said.

		“I need to—” Emma broke off as Laurel walked in.

		“I’m not late,” Laurel announced.

		“Tink’s a no-show,” Parker told her. “Emma’s short.”

		“I can fill in. I’ll need to set the centerpiece of the cake and arrange the desserts, but I’ve got time now.”

		“Let’s go over the timetable.”

		“Wait.” Emma lifted her can of Diet Coke. “Toast first. Happy New Year to us, to four amazing, stupendous, and very hot women. Best pals ever.”

		“Also smart and kick-ass.” Laurel raised her bottle of water. “To pals and partners.”

		“To us. Friendship and brains in four parts,” Mac added, “and the sheer coolness of the whole we’ve made with Vows.”

		“And to 2009.” Parker lifted her coffee mug. “The amazing,  stupendous, hot, smart, kick-ass best pals are going to have their best year ever.”

		“Damn right.” Mac clinked her mug to the rest. “To Wedding Day, then, now, and always.”

		“Then, now, and always,” Parker repeated. “And now. Timetable?”

		“I’m on the bride,” Mac began, “from her arrival, switch to groom at his. Candids during dressing event, posed as applies. Formal portraits in and out. I’ll get the shots of the cake, the arrangements now, do my setup. All family and wedding party shots separate prior to the ceremony. Post-ceremony I should only need forty-five minutes for the family shots, full wedding party, and the bride and groom.”

		“Floral dressing in bride and groom suites complete by three. Floral dressing in foyer, Parlor, staircase, Grand Hall, and Ballroom by five.” Parker glanced at Emma.

		“We’ll be done.”

		“Videographer arrives at five thirty. Guest arrivals from five thirty to six. Wedding musicians—string quartet—to begin at five forty. The band will be set up in the Ballroom by six thirty. MOG, attended by son, escorted at five fifty, MOB, escorted by son-in-law, directly after. Groom and groomsmen in place at six.” Parker read off the schedule. “FOB, bride, and party in place at six. Descent and procession. Ceremony duration twenty-three minutes, recession, family moments. Guests escorted to Grand Hall at six twenty-five.”

		“Bar opens,” Laurel said, “music, passed food.”

		“Six twenty-five to seven ten, photographs. Announcement of family, wedding party, and the new Mr. and Mrs. seven fifteen.”

		“Dinner, toasts,” Emma continued. “We’ve got it, Parks.”

		“I want to make sure we move to the Ballroom and have the first dance by eight fifteen,” Parker continued. “The bride especially wants her grandmother there for the first dance, and after the father-daughter, mother-son dance, for her father and his mother to dance. She’s ninety, and may fade early. If we can have the cake cutting at nine thirty, the grandmother should make that, too.”

		“She’s a sweetheart,” Mac put in. “I got some nice shots of her and Alison at the rehearsal. I’ve got it in my notes to get some of them today. Personally, I think she’ll stay for the whole deal.”

		“I hope she does. Cake and desserts served while dancing continues. Bouquet toss at ten fifteen.”

		“Tossing bouquet is set,” Emma added.

		“Garter toss, dancing continues. Last dance at ten fifty, bubble blowing, bride and groom depart. Event end, eleven.” Parker checked her watch again. “Let’s get it done. Emma and Laurel need to change. Everyone remember their headsets.”

		Parker’s phone vibrated, and she glanced at the readout. “MOB. Again. Fourth call this morning.”

		“Have fun with that,” Mac said and escaped.

		She scouted room by room, staying out of the way of Emma and her crew as they swarmed over the house with flowers, ribbons, voile. She took shots of Laurel’s cake, Emma’s arrangements, framed others in her head.

		It was a routine she never allowed to become routine. She knew once it became rote, she’d miss shots, opportunities, bog down on fresh angles and ideas. And whenever she felt herself dulling, she thought of a blue butterfly landing on a dandelion.

		The air smelled of roses and lilies and rang with voices and footfalls. Light streamed through the tall windows in lovely beams and shafts, and glittered on the gold and silver ribbons.

		“Headset, Mac!” Parker rushed down the main staircase. “The bride’s arriving.”

		As Parker hurried down to meet the bride, Mac jogged up. She swung out on the front terrace, ignoring the cold as the  white limo sailed down the drive. As it eased to a stop she shifted her angle, set, and waited.

		Maid of honor, mother of the bride. “Move, move, just a little,” she muttered. Alison stepped out. The bride wore jeans, Uggs, a battered suede jacket and a bright red scarf. Mac zoomed in, changed stops. “Hey! Alison!”

		The bride looked up. Surprise turned to amused delight, and to Mac’s pleasure, Alison threw up both arms, tossed back her head, and laughed.

		And there, Mac thought as she caught the moment, was the beginning of the journey.

		Within ten minutes, the Bride’s Suite—once Parker’s own bedroom—bustled with people and confusion. Two hairdressers plied their tools and talents, curling, straightening, styling, while others wielded paints and pots.

		Utterly female, Mac thought as she moved through the room unobtrusively, the scents, the motions, the sounds. The bride remained the focus—no nerves on this one, Mac determined. Alison was confident, beaming, and currently chattering like a magpie.

		The MOB, however, was a different story.

		“But you have such beautiful hair! Don’t you think you should leave it down? At least some of it. Maybe—”

		“An updo suits the headdress better. Relax, Mom.”

		“It’s too warm in here. I think it’s too warm in here. And Mandy should take a quick nap. She’s going to act up, I just know it.”

		“She’ll be fine.” Alison glanced toward the flower girl.

		“I really think—”

		“Ladies!” Parker wheeled in a cart of champagne, with a pretty fruit and cheese tray. “The men are on their way. Alison, your hair’s gorgeous. Absolutely regal.” She poured a flute, offered it to the bride.

		“I really don’t think she should drink before the ceremony. She barely ate today, and—”

		“Oh, Mrs. McFearson, I’m so glad you’re dressed and ready. You look fabulous. If I could just steal you for a few minutes? I’d love for you to take a look at the Drawing Room before the ceremony. We want to make sure it’s perfect, don’t we? I’ll have her back in no time.” Parker pushed champagne into the MOB’s hand, and steered her out of the room.

		Alison said, “Whew!” and laughed.

		For the next hour, Mac split herself between the bride’s and groom’s suites. Between perfume and tulle, cuff links and cummerbunds. She eased back into the bride’s domain, circled around the attendants as they dressed and helped one another dress. And found Alison alone, standing in front of her wedding dress.

		It was all there, Mac thought as she quietly framed the shot. The wonder, the joy—with just that tiny tug of sorrow. She snapped the image as Alison reached out to brush her fingers over the sparkle of the bodice.

		Decisive moment, Mac knew, when everything the woman felt reflected on her face.

		Then it passed, and Alison glanced over.

		“I didn’t expect to feel this way. I’m so happy. I’m so in love with Rod, so ready to marry him. But there’s this little clutch right here.” She rubbed her fingers just above her heart. “It’s not nerves.”

		“Sadness. Just a touch. One phase of your life ends today. You’re allowed to be sad to say good-bye. I know what you need. Wait here.”

		A moment later, Mac led Alison’s grandmother over. And once again stepped back.

		Youth and age, she thought. Beginnings and endings, connections and constancy. And, love.

		She snapped the embrace, but that wasn’t it. She snapped the  glitter of tears, and still, no. Then Alison lowered her forehead to her grandmother’s, and even as her lips curved, a single tear slid down her cheek while the dress glowed and glittered behind them.

		Perfect. The blue butterfly.

		She took candids of the ritual while the bride dressed, then the formal portraits with exquisite natural light. As she’d expected, Alison was game to brave the cold on the terrace.

		And Mac ignored Parker’s voice through her headset as she rushed to the Groom’s Suite to repeat the process with Rod.

		She passed Parker in the hallway as she strode back to the bride. “I need the groom and party downstairs, Mac. We’re running two minutes behind.”

		“Oh my God!” Mac said in mock horror and ducked into the Bride’s Suite.

		“Guests are seated,” Parker announced in her ear moments later. “Groom and groomsmen taking position. Emma, gather the bridal party.”

		“On it.”

		Mac slipped out to take her stand at the bottom of the stairs as Emma organized the bridesmaids.

		“Party ready. Cue the music.”

		“Cuing music,” Parker said, “start the procession.”

		The flower girl would clearly be fine without the nap, Mac decided as the child nearly danced her way down the staircase. She paused like a vet at Laurel’s signal, then continued at a dignified pace in her fairy dress across the foyer, into the enormous parlor, and down the aisle formed by the chairs.

		The attendants followed, shimmering silver, and at last, the maid of honor in gold.

		Mac crouched to aim up as the bride and her father stood at the top of the stairs, holding hands. As the bride’s music swelled, he lifted his daughter’s hand to his lips, then to his cheek.

		Even as she took the shot, Mac’s eyes stung.

		Where was her own father? she wondered. Jamaica? Switzerland? Cairo?

		She pushed the thought and the ache that came with it aside, and did her job.

		Using Emma’s candlelight, she captured joy and tears. The memories. And stayed invisible and separate.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER TWO
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		SHE WORKED AT NIGHT BECAUSE SHE HAD A FULL DAY OF APPOINTMENTS. And because she liked working at night—alone, in her own space, at her own pace. Mornings were for coffee, that first intense, blood-surging hit of it, and days were often for clients, for shoots, for meetings.

		
			Nights, alone in her studio, she could focus entirely on images, how to select, to improve, to enhance. Though she worked almost exclusively digital, she retained the darkroom mind-set when it came to creating the print. She layered, highlighting, shadowing; she removed blemishes or hot spots to create her base for her master print. To this she could refine specific areas, alter density, add contrast. Step-by-step she would shape the print, sharpening or softening to suit the mood, to create an image that expressed that moment in time, until she felt what she hoped the client would feel.
		

		Then, as she did most mornings, Mac sat down at her computer to check her thumbnails and to see if her morning self agreed with her night self.

		She huddled over them in her flannels and thick socks, her bright red hair a forest of spikes and tufts. And in the utter quiet. At a wedding she was most often surrounded. By people, by chatter, by emotion. She blocked it or used it as she searched for the right angle, the right tone, the right moment.

		But here, she was alone with the images, ones she could perfect. She drank her coffee, ate an apple as a concession to the previous morning’s Pop-Tart, and studied the hundreds of images she’d captured the day before, the dozens she’d finessed during the night session.

		Her morning self congratulated her night self on a job well done. More to do yet, she mused, and when she had the best of the best for the clients to consider, she’d give them one more going-over before scheduling an appointment with the newlyweds to view the images in slide-show format and make their choices.

		But that was for another day. In case her memory proved faulty, she checked her calendar before going up to shower and dress for her first appointment.

		For a studio shoot, jeans and a sweater would do, but then she’d have to change for the consultation scheduled that afternoon at the main house. Vows policy demanded business attire for client consultations.

		Mac pushed through her closet for black pants, a black shirt. She could toss on a jacket after the shoot and meet the dress code. She played with jewelry until she found what suited her mood, slapped on some makeup, and considered the job done.

		The studio required more attention than the photographer, in her opinion.

		Elizabeth and Charles, she thought as she began the setup. Engagement shot. They’d been firm, she recalled, at the consult. Formal, simple, straightforward.

		She wondered why they didn’t just get a friend with a  point-and-shoot to take it then. And she recalled now with a quick smirk, that those words had nearly come out of her mouth—before Parker had read her mind and shot her a warning glare.

		“Client’s king,” she reminded herself as she set her backdrop. “They want boring, boring it is.”

		She hauled in lights, positioned a diffuser—boring could at least be pretty. She brought out her tripod, mostly because she felt the clients would expect equipment. By the time she’d chosen her lenses, checked her lighting, draped a stool, the clients knocked at her door.

		“Right on time.” She shut the door behind them and blocked a blast of frigid wind. “Brutal out there today. Let me take your coats.”

		They looked perfect, she thought. Barbie and Ken for the upper-class set. The cool, every hair in place blonde, the handsome, polished, and pressed hero.

		Part of her longed to muss them up, just a little, and make them human.

		“Can I get you some coffee?” she asked.

		“Oh, no, but thank you.” Elizabeth granted her a smile. “We’d really like to just get to it. We have a full schedule today.” As Mac dealt with their outdoor gear, Elizabeth glanced around the studio. “This used to be the pool house?”

		“That’s right.”

		“It’s . . . interesting. I suppose I expected something more elaborate. Still.” She wandered over to study some of the framed photos on the wall. “Charles’s cousin’s wedding here in November was wonderful. And she just raves about you and your partners. Isn’t that right, Charles?”

		“Yes. It’s what decided us on your company.”

		“The wedding planner and I will be working closely together over the next months. Is there anywhere I can freshen up before we start?” Elizabeth asked.

		“Absolutely.” Mac led the way to the powder room off her studio, and wondered just what there was to freshen.

		“So, Charles.” Mentally, Mac was loosening the perfectly executed Windsor knot of his tie. “Where are you two off to today?”

		“We have a meeting with the wedding planner, and we’re taking care of registering. Elizabeth is going on to meet with two of the designers your partner recommended for her gown.”

		“That’s exciting.” You look just thrilled, she thought, the way you might for your semiannual dental visit.

		“It’s a lot of details. I suppose you’re used to them.”

		“Every wedding’s the first. Would you mind standing behind the stool here? I can check the lighting and focus while Elizabeth’s getting ready.”

		He moved obediently, stood stiff as a poker.

		“Relax,” she told him. “This will be easier and quicker than you think, and possibly fun. What kind of music do you like?”

		“Music?”

		“Yeah, let’s have some music.” She crossed to her CD player, chose a disk. “Natalie Cole on ballads. Romantic, classic. How’s that?”

		“Fine. That’s fine.”

		Mac caught him sneaking a peek at his watch as she went back to pretend to adjust her camera. “Have you decided on the honeymoon spot yet?”

		“We’re leaning toward Paris.”

		“Do you speak French?”

		For the first time he smiled easily. “Not a word.”

		“Well, there’s the adventure,” she said as Elizabeth came back looking as precisely perfect as she had when she’d gone in.

		The suit was probably Armani, and beautifully tailored. The indigo blue color flattered, and Mac imagined Elizabeth had selected Charles’s slate gray to set it off.

		“I think we’ll start with you sitting, Elizabeth, with Charles behind you. Just a little to the left, Charles. And Elizabeth, if you’d angle toward the windows, just a bit. Lean back toward Charles—relax your body. Charles, put your hand on her left shoulder. Put your hand over his, it’ll show off that spectacular engagement ring.”

		She took a couple of shots just to get them over the initial frozen smiles.

		Angle your head.

		Weight on the back foot.

		Shift your shoulders.

		Shy, Mac realized. He was shy, camera shy and just a little people shy. And she was monumentally self-conscious. Terrified of not looking exactly right.

		She tried to put them at ease, asking how they met, how they got engaged—though she’d asked the same questions when they’d set up the appointment. And received the same answers now.

		She barely cracked the surface.

		She could stop now, Mac thought, and give them exactly what they thought they wanted. But it wouldn’t be what they needed.

		She stepped back from the camera. As she did, their bodies relaxed, and Elizabeth turned her head to smile up and over at Charles. He winked at her.

		Okay, okay, Mac thought. Humans in there after all.

		“I’ve got several very nice formal shots. I know that’s what you wanted, but I wonder if you’d do something for me?”

		“We’re really on a schedule,” Charles began.

		“It’ll take less than five minutes. Stand up, Elizabeth. Let me just move the stool.” She dragged it away, then took her camera from the tripod. “How about a hug? Not me. Each other.”

		“I don’t—”

		“Hugging’s legal in Connecticut, even when you’re not  engaged. Just a little experiment, and I’ll have you out of here in two minutes.” She grabbed her light meter, checked, adjusted.

		“Put your right cheek on his chest, but cheat it toward me. Turn your face a little toward me,” Mac explained. “And look this way. Charles, angle your head down to hers, but tip your chin my way. Take a deep breath, then let it go, just let it go. You’re holding on to the person you love, right? Enjoy it. And eyes on me, right on me, and think about what you felt like the first time you kissed.”

		
			There!
		

		The smiles were quick, spontaneous. Soft on her part, even a little sly, and delighted on his.

		“One more, just one more like that.” She got three before they stiffened up again. “Done. I’ll have several proofs for your approval by—”

		“Can’t we see some now? It’s digital, isn’t it?” Elizabeth pressed. “I’d just like a quick idea.”

		“Sure.”

		Mac walked to the computer with the camera, set it up to display. “These are raw, but you’ll get the gist.”

		“Yes.” Elizabeth frowned at the screen as Mac started the slow slide show. “Yes, they’re nice. That’s—that one.”

		Mac stopped on one of the formals. “This?”

		“That’s what I had in mind. It’s very good. We both look good, and I like the angle. This one, I think.”

		“I’ll mark it. Might as well see the rest, to be sure.” Mac started the slide show again.

		“Yes, they’re really very good. Very good. I do think the one I picked is . . .” She trailed off as the shot of them hugging came on screen. “Oh. Well, that’s lovely. Really lovely, isn’t it?”

		“My mother will like the first one you picked.” Behind her, Charles rubbed Elizabeth’s shoulders.

		“She will. Exactly. We’ll get it for her, have it framed for her. But . . .” She looked at Mac. “You were right; I was wrong.  This is the one I want, the way I want to be portrayed in our engagement photo. Remind me I said the first part in September, when I try to tell you how to do your job.”

		“I will. I was wrong, too. I think it’s going to be a pleasure to work with you after all.”

		It took Elizabeth a moment, but she laughed.

		She sent them off to Parker, figured Parker now owed her. She was sending off clients who—for the moment, at least—were more open to ideas and direction than they had been.

		She settled down to complete packages for clients. One set of proofs, and the other the complete choices, all displayed in albums. For Bride and Groom, for MOB, MOG, the extra photos requested by various members of the families and wedding party.

		When they were boxed, she decided she had just enough time for a quick dish of leftover pasta salad before she carted them and herself over to the main house.

		She managed a couple of bites, eating over the sink. Frozen fairyland, she thought, staring out the window. Everything still and perfect. She grabbed her glass of Diet Coke, started to drink.

		The cardinal smacked right into the window, a bang and blur of red. Diet Coke spewed up at the jerk of her hand to splash all over her shirt.

		She watched the idiot bird wing away while her heart vibrated in her throat. Then she looked down at her shirt. “Damn it.”

		She stripped it off, tossed it on top of her stacked washer/ dryer in the kitchen pantry. In bra and black pants, she wiped up the spill on the counter. Irritated, she grabbed the ringing phone. Since the readout indicated Parker’s cell, she answered with an aggrieved, “What?”

		“Patty Baker’s here to pick up her albums.”

		“Well, she’s twenty minutes early. I’ll be there, and so will  they—on time. Keep her occupied,” she added as she moved toward the studio. “And don’t bug me.” She clicked off, turned.

		Then she stared at the man who stood inside her studio.

		His eyes popped, he blushed, then with a choked, “Oh God,” he spun around. And with a gunshot crack, smacked straight into the doorjamb.

		“Jesus! Are you okay?” Mac tossed the phone on a table as she rushed over to where he was currently staggering.

		“Yes. Fine. Sorry.”

		“You’re bleeding. Wow, you really hit your head. Maybe you should sit down.”

		“Maybe.” And with that, eyes dazed and slightly unfocused, he sort of slid down the wall to the floor.

		Mac crouched, brushed at the dark brown hair that flopped over his forehead and the bleeding scrape that was already growing into an impressive knot. “Okay, it’s not cut. You’ve escaped stitches. It’s just really bashed. Boy, it sounded like you hit the door with a hammer. Ice maybe, and then—”

		“Excuse me? Um, I’m not sure if you realize . . . I just wonder if you shouldn’t . . .”

		She saw his gaze aim down, followed it with her own. And noted while she considered triage, that her barely bra-covered breasts were very close to pressing into his face.

		“Oops. Forgot. Sit there. Don’t move.” She leaped up, dashed away.

		He wasn’t sure he could’ve moved. Disoriented, bewildered, he sat where he was, back braced against the wall. Even with the cartoon birds circling over his head, he had to admit they’d been very pretty breasts. He couldn’t help but notice.

		But he wasn’t at all sure what to say or do in his current situation. So sitting there, as she’d told him, seemed best all around.

		When she came back with a bag of ice, she had a shirt on. It was probably wrong to feel the quick tug of disappointment.  She crouched down again on what he noticed—now that her breasts weren’t in view—were very long legs.

		“Here, try this.” She put the ice in his hand, put his hand on his throbbing forehead. And sat back on her haunches like a catcher behind the plate. Her eyes were the green of a magic sea.

		“Who are you?” she asked him.

		“What?”

		“Hmm. How many fingers do you see?” She held up two.

		“Twelve.”

		And smiled. Dimples creased into her cheeks with the curve of her lips and his heart did a little dance in his chest.

		“No, you don’t. Let’s try this. What are you doing in my studio—or what were you doing here before you concussed yourself over my boobs?”

		“Ah. I have an appointment? Or Sherry does. Sherry Maguire?” He thought her smile dimmed a little, and the dimples disappeared.

		“Okay, wrong place. You want the main house. I’m Mackensie Elliot, photography end of the business.”

		“I know. I mean I know who you are. Sherry wasn’t very clear, which is usually the case, on where.”

		“Or when, since your appointment’s not until two.”

		“She said she thought one thirty, which I know means she’ll get here at two. I should’ve gone by Sherry Time, or called to confirm myself. Sorry again.”

		“It’s no problem.” She angled her head. His eyes—very nice eyes—were clear again. “How do you know me?”

		“Oh. I went to school with Delaney, Delaney Brown, and with Parker. Well, Parker was a couple years behind us. And, you, sort of. For a little while.”

		She shifted for a closer look at him. Dense, disordered brown hair that needed a style and trim by most standards. Clear, quiet  blue eyes surrounded by a forest of lashes. Straight nose, strong mouth in a thinnish face.

		
			She was good with faces. Why didn’t she place his?
		

		“I knew most of Del’s friends, I think.”

		
			“Oh, we didn’t exactly run in the same circles. But I tutored him once, when we were studying Henry the Fifth.”
		

		That clicked. “Carter,” she said, pointing at him. “Carter Maguire. You’re not marrying your sister, are you?”

		“What? No! I’m a stand-in for Nick. She didn’t want to do the consult alone, and he got held up. I’m just . . . I don’t know what the hell I’m doing here, actually.”

		“Being a good brother.” She patted his knee. “Think you can stand up?”

		“Yeah.”

		She straightened, held out a hand to help him. His heart did another little dance as their hands met. And by the time he’d gained his feet, his head was beating the drum for the rhythm. “Ouch,” he said.

		“I bet. Want some aspirin?”

		“Oh, only enough to beg.”

		“I’ll get it. While I do you can sit down on something that isn’t the floor.”

		When she went back in the kitchen, he started to, but the photographs lining the walls caught his eye. Magazine shots, too, he noted, and had to assume them hers. Beautiful brides, sophisticated brides, sexy brides, laughing brides. Some in color, some in atmospheric black and white—and some with that odd and compelling computer trick of one spot of intense color in a black-and-white shot.

		He turned as she came back and had the errant thought that her hair was like that—an intense spot of color.

		“Do you take anything else, photographically?”

		“Yes.” She handed him three pills and a glass of water. “But  brides are the focal point and the selling point of a wedding business.”

		“They’re wonderful—creative and individual. But she’s the best.” He stepped over, gestured to a framed photo of three young girls, and the blue butterfly resting on the head of a dandelion.

		“Why?”

		“Because it’s magic.”

		She stared at him for what seemed like forever. “That’s exactly right. Well, Carter Maguire, I’m going to get my coat, then we’ll walk over and take our consult.”

		She took the bag of melting ice out of his hand. “We’ll get you fresh at the main house.”

		Cute, she thought as she went for a coat and scarf. Very, very cute. Had she noticed he was cute in high school? Maybe he was a late bloomer. But he’d bloomed nicely. Enough that she’d felt a little twinge of regret when she’d thought he was a groom.

		But a BOB—Brother of the Bride—that was a different kettle.

		If she were interested, that is.

		She put on the coat, wound the scarf—then remembered the blast of wind earlier, and pulled a cap over her head. When she went down, Carter was putting his glass of water in the sink like a good boy.

		She picked up the enormous cloth bag holding some of the albums, handed it to him. “Here you go. You can carry this. It’s heavy.”

		“Yes. It is.”

		“I’ve got this one.” She picked up the second, and a smaller one. “I’ve got a bride waiting for her finished albums, and another due for her proofs. Main house, like the consult.”

		“I want to apologize for just coming in before. I knocked, but nobody answered. I heard the music, so I just walked in, and then . . .”

		“The rest is history.”

		“Yes. Ah, don’t you want to turn the music off ?”

		“Right. I stopped hearing it.” She grabbed the remote, hit Off, tossed the remote down. Before she could open the door, he moved in, opened it for her. “You still live in Greenwich?” she began as her breath sucked in at the shock of cold.

		“Well, more again than still. I lived in New Haven awhile.”

		“Yale.”

		“Yes, I did some postgraduate work and taught for a couple years.”

		“At Yale.”

		“Yes.”

		She narrowed her eyes at him as they walked the path. “Seriously?”

		“Well, yes. People do teach at Yale. It’s highly recommended, given the students.”

		“So you’re like a professor.”

		“I’m like a professor, only now I teach here. At Winterfield Academy.”

		“You came back to teach high school at your alma mater. That’s kind of sweet.”

		“I missed home. And teaching teenagers is interesting.”

		She thought it was bound to be more volatile, though that might be interesting. “What do you teach?”

		“English Literature, Creative Writing.”

		
			“Henry the Fifth.”
		

		“There you go. Mrs. Brown had me out here a couple of times when I was working with Del. I was sorry to hear about the accident. She was an incredibly nice woman.”

		“Best ever. We can go in this way. It’s too cold to walk all the way around.”

		She led him in through the mudroom, into the warmth. “You can stow your gear in here. You’re still on the early side. We’ll get  you some coffee in the meantime.” She shed coat, scarf, hat while she spoke, moving quickly. “No event today, so the main kitchen’s clear.”

		She picked up her bags again while he carefully hung his coat, as opposed to the way she’d tossed hers in the direction of the hook. She seemed to vibrate with movement while standing still as he hauled up the large bag again.

		“We’ll find you a place to—” Mac broke off as Emma walked toward the main kitchen.

		“There you are. Parker was about to . . . Carter?”

		“Hi, Emmaline, how are you?”

		“I’m fine. Good. How did you . . . Sherry. I didn’t realize you were coming with Sherry.”

		“He is and he isn’t. He’ll explain. Get him some coffee, will you, and some ice for his head? I’ve got to get these to the bride.”

		She grabbed the heavy bag from Carter, and was off.

		Emma pursed her lips as she studied the scrape, and said, “Ouch. What did you do?”

		“I walked into a wall. You can skip the ice, it’s doing okay.”

		“Well, come in, have a seat and some coffee. I was just coming back to do a setup for the consult.”

		She led the way, gestured to a stool and a long, honey-toned counter. “Are you here to give moral support to the bride and groom?”

		“I’m standing in for the groom. He had an emergency.”

		Emma nodded as she got out a cup and saucer. “You’ll have that with doctors. And aren’t you the brave brother?”

		“I said no, in several different ways. None of them worked. Thanks,” he added when she poured the coffee.

		“Take comfort. You’ll just have to sit there and eat cookies.”

		He dumped some cream into his coffee. “Can I get that in writing?”

		She laughed and began to arrange cookies on a plate. “Trust  me. Added to it, you’ll score major good brother points. How’re your parents?”

		“Good. I saw your mother last week, at the bookstore.”

		“She loves that job.” Emma handed him a cookie. “Mac should be about done with her client. I’m going to take these in and I’ll come back for you.”

		“I guess if I just hid in here, I’d lose the brave brother title.”

		“You would. I’ll be back.”

		He’d known Emma through Sherry, and their respective parents’ friendship, since they’d been children. It was odd, just odd to think of Emma making his sister’s bridal bouquet. It was just odd that his little sister would need a bridal bouquet.

		It was as disorienting somehow as walking into a stupid wall.

		He gave his forehead a little poke, winced. It wasn’t so much that it hurt, which it did, but that everyone would ask him what happened. He’d be explaining his own clumsiness repeatedly—and every time he did, he’d get a mental flashback to Mackensie Elliot in a really tiny bra and low-slung black pants.

		He ate the cookie and tried to decide if that was a perk or a burden.

		Emma came back for him, and for another tray. “You might as well come on out. I’m sure Sherry will be here any minute.”

		“Because she’s already ten minutes late.” He took the tray from her. “She’s on Sherry Time.”

		The house was much as he remembered it. The walls were a soft, muted gold now where his memory said they’d been an elegant, understated green. But the wide, ornate trim was as glossy, the space as generous, the furnishings as gleaming.

		Art and antiques, flowers in old, exquisite crystal illuminated wealth and class. Yet, as he remembered, it felt not like a mansion, but a home.

		It smelled female, sort of floral and citrusy at the same time.

		The women sat, forming a cozy conversation area in the large, coffered-ceilinged drawing room where a fire snapped and sizzled in the big hearth, and winter sunlight splashed through the trio of arched windows. He was used to being outnumbered by females, as he was the middle child, with two sisters bookending him.

		So he supposed he’d survive the next hour.

		Parker popped out of her chair, all smiles and polish, crossing the room, hands extending. “Carter! It’s been a while.”

		She kissed his cheek, kept his hand in hers as she drew him toward the fire. “Do you remember Laurel?”

		“Ah . . .”

		“We were all kids.” Smooth and easy, Parker nudged him into a chair. “Emma mentioned you’d come back to teach at Winterfield. Was it strange, going back as a teacher?”

		“At first it was. I kept waiting for somebody to assign homework, then remembered, oh yeah, that’s me. Sorry about Sherry. She’s on her own clock, and it usually runs behind. I could call—”

		The doorbell cut him off, and brought him desperate relief.

		“I’ll get it.” Emma rose, headed out.

		“How’s the head?” Mac asked, lolling back in her chair with her coffee cup tucked in both hands.

		“It’s fine. It’s nothing.”

		“What happened?” Parker asked.

		“Oh, I just rapped it. I’m always doing things like that.”

		“Really?” Mac smirked into her coffee.

		
			“I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” Sherry came in like a whirlwind—color, energy, motion, and giggles. “I’m never on time. I hate that. Carter, you’re the best—” Her happy, flushed face shifted into concern. “What happened to your head?”
		

		“I was mugged. There were three of them, but I fought them off.”

		“What! Oh my God, you—”

		“I hit my head, Sherry. That’s all.”

		“Oh.” She dropped down, easy and relaxed, on the arm of his chair. “He’s always doing that.”

		Carter got up, and sort of tugged his sister into the chair, then tried to figure out how to hover discreetly. Emma simply shifted closer to Laurel on the couch, then patted the cushion.

		“Have a seat, Carter. Well, Sherry, how excited are you?”

		“Off the charts! Nick would’ve come, but he had an emergency surgery. It’s part of the package, marrying a doctor. But I figured Carter could give the male perspective, right? Plus he knows me, and he knows Nick.”

		She reached over, grabbed Parker’s hand, did a little butt wiggle of joy in her chair. “Can you believe this? Remember how we’d play wedding when we were kids? I remember playing that a couple of times out back with you guys. I think I married Laurel.”

		“And they said it wouldn’t last,” Laurel responded, teasing the quick, infectious giggle out of Sherry again.

		“And here we are. Right here. And I’m getting married.”

		“Slut threw me over for a doctor.” Laurel shook her head, sipped from a glass of ice water with a slice of lemon floating in it.

		
			“He’s amazing. Wait till you meet him. Oh God! I’m getting married!” She pressed her hands to her cheeks. “And I barely know where to start. I’m so disorganized, and everyone’s telling me I should be thinking about this or booking that. I feel like I’m running in circles, and I’ve only been engaged a couple months.”
		

		“That’s what we’re for,” Parker assured her, and picked up a thick notebook. “Why don’t we start with you telling us what kind of wedding you want?” Just use three or four words to describe how you see it.”

		“Um . . .” Sherry sent her brother a pleading look.

		“No, jeez, don’t look at me. What do I know?”

		
			“You know me. Just say what you think I want.”
		

		Damn it. “Just eat cookies,” he muttered. “Have fun.”

		
			
			“Yes!” She shot out her finger at him. “I don’t want it to sound like it’s not important and solemn and all that, but I want the fun. I want a big, crazy, happy party. I also want Nick to lose the power of speech for five full minutes when he gets the first look at me coming down the aisle. I want to kill him—and I want everybody who comes to remember it as the best time. I’ve been to weddings that were really beautiful, but God, I was bored. You know?”
		

		“Exactly. You want to dazzle Nick, then you want a celebration. One that reflects who you are, who he is, and how happy you are together.”

		Sherry beamed at Parker. “I really do.”

		“We’ve got the date down for next October. Have you got a ballpark number on the guest list?”

		“We’re going to try to top it off at about two hundred.”

		“Okay.” Parker made notes. “Outdoors, you said. The garden wedding.”

		
			As Parker discussed some of the potential details with Sherry, Mac observed. Animated would be the first word that came to her mind to describe the bride. Bubbly, cheerful, pretty. Streaky blond hair, summer blue eyes, curvy, casual. Some of the photos, the strategy, would depend on the dress, on the colors, but much centered on who was in the wedding gown.
		

		She keyed in to some of the details. Six attendants. Bride’s colors pink—pale and candy. And when Sherry pulled out a photograph of the dress, Mac gestured for it. Studied it. Smiled.

		“I bet it looks amazing on you. It’s perfect for you.”

		“You think? It felt perfect, and I bought it in like two minutes, then—”

		“No, sometimes that impulse is right. This is one of those.”  The dress boasted a belling acre of sparkly white skirt, an off-the-shoulder bodice and a glittery river of train. “Sexy princess.” Since she had Sherry’s attention for the moment, she pushed her own agenda. “Will you want an engagement portrait?”

		“Ah . . . well, I would, but I just don’t like those formal pictures you see so much. You know, he’s standing behind her, and they’re just smiling at the camera. I don’t mean to tell you about your job or anything.”

		“That’s okay. My job’s to make you happy. Why don’t you tell me what you and Nick like to do.” When Sherry gave her a slow, sly grin, Mac laughed and watched Carter flush again.

		Pretty cute.

		“Besides that.”

		“We like to eat popcorn and watch really bad movies on DVD. He’s trying to teach me to ski, but the Maguires have a major klutz gene. Carter got the lion’s share, but I’m right behind him. We like to hang out with friends, that kind of thing. He’s a surgical resident, so free time for him’s pretty precious. We don’t plan a lot of stuff. I guess we’re more spontaneous?”

		“Got it. If you want, I could come to you. We’d go for casual, relaxed, and at home instead of formal studio.”

		“Really? I like the idea. Can it be soon?”

		Mac dug out her PDA, keyed in her calendar. “I’ve got a couple of openings this week, a clearer road next. Why don’t you check with Nick, give me some dates and times that work for you. We’ll juggle it in.”

		“This is just awesome.”

		“You’ll want to look at sample wedding photos,” Mac began.

		“I looked at them on the website, like Parker said I should. And the pictures of the flowers, the cakes and stuff. I want it all.”

		“Why don’t we take a look at the different packages,” Parker  suggested. “To see what might suit you. We can always tailor one of them for you.”

		
			“This is where I need Carter. Nick said I should go with whatever I want, but that doesn’t help.”
		

		Damn it again, Carter thought. “Sherry, I don’t know anything about this sort of thing. I just—”

		“It’s scary to decide by myself.” She gave him the big-eyed, helpless look that had worked on him since she’d been two. “I don’t want to make a mistake.”

		“You don’t have to decide now.” Parker kept her tone light and easy. “And even if you do, then change your mind later, it’s no problem. You’ll have specific consults, with each of us individually. That’ll help. And we can just hold the date for now, and you can sign the contract later.”

		“I’d really like to sign today, just to get that checked off the list. There’s so much. Just an opinion, Carter, that’s all.”

		“Why don’t you take a look at the options?” Smiling, Parker handed him a binder, opened to the section on packages. “Meanwhile, Sherry, have you decided between a band or a DJ?”

		“DJ. We thought it’d be looser, and we could work with him or her, I guess, on the playlist. Do you know anybody good?”

		“I do.” Out of another folder, Parker pulled a business card.

		“He’s done a lot of events here, and I think he’ll suit you. Give him a call. Videographer?”

		On the sofa, Carter pulled out his reading glasses, frowned down at the packages.

		So serious, Mac thought. And the nerd sex quotient telescoped up with the wire-rim glasses. He actually looked like a guy studying for an exam. Since Parker and Sherry had their heads together, she decided to give him a break.

		“Hey, Carter, maybe you can help me get some more coffee.” He blinked up at her, blue eyes framed in dull silver wire. “Bring the binder, okay?”

		She picked up the pretty coffeepot, strolled to the doorway  to wait for him. He had to skirt around the coffee table and, she noted, barely missed rapping his shin on it.

		“Rest of the team can handle it from here,” she told him. “Your sister figures since you’re big brother, and standing in for the groom, she needs your input. Which, I also figure, she’ll kick to the curb if it doesn’t jibe with what she wants.”

		“Okay,” he said as they walked back to the kitchen. “Can I just close my eyes and put my finger on the menu here, be done with it?”

		“You could. But what you should do is tell her you think Number Three works best.”

		“Number Three.” He laid the binder on the kitchen counter, adjusted his glasses, then read the description. “Why, particularly?”

		“Because while it’s very inclusive—and I get the sense she wants somebody else to deal with the fine details—it leaves room for upgrading, and gives her a number of options inside the package. You should also tell her to pick the buffet over the plated meal in that package. Because,” she said before he could ask, “it’s more informal, gives more opportunity for mixing. It suits her. Then, down the road—when you’re out of it, she’ll meet with Laurel about the cake—flavors, design, size, and all that, and Emma about the flowers. Parker handles the rest, and believe me when I tell you she handles. Right now it’s all so big. Once she nails the package, seeing as she’s already got the dress, the venue, me, and so on, she’ll be able to think about the rest of it.”

		“Okay.” He nodded. “Okay, so I tell her go with Number Three. It covers a lot of the details, has room for upgrading. It has a lot of options included. And she should take the buffet because it’s friendlier, and encourages mixing.”

		“You’re good.”

		“Absorbing facts and text is easy. If she asks me to help her decide on bouquets, I’m bolting.”

		“I respect that.” She handed him the coffeepot. “They don’t need me at this point. Take this back, say your piece. And remind her to let me know what dates work for the engagement portrait.”

		“You’re not coming back with me?”

		He looked a little panicked. She gave him a quick pat on the cheek. “Bright side. One less woman in the mix. I’ll see you around, Carter.”

		He stood where he was a moment as she walked out, and left him with the coffee and the binder.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER THREE
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		SKIPPING OUT A LITTLE EARLY GAVE MAC ENOUGH TIME TO answer calls, log in appointments, then add a selection of the latest photos to the website. Since the rest of the afternoon—what was left of it—was free, she decided to spend it doing a last pass of the New Year’s Eve wedding shots.

		The phone annoyed her, but she reminded herself business was business and picked up. “Mac Photography at Vows.”

		“Mackensie.”

		
			Mac instantly closed her eyes, mimed stabbing herself in the head. Why didn’t she learn to check the readout, even on the business line? “Mom.”
		

		“You haven’t answered any of my calls.”

		“I’ve been working. I told you I’d be swamped this week. Mom, I’ve asked you not to call on the business line.”

		
			“You answered, didn’t you? Which is more than you did the other three times I called.”
		

		“Sorry.” Just roll with it, Mac told herself. Rolling with it  might get it over with quicker since there was no point in telling her mother she didn’t have time to chat during work hours.

		“So, how was your New Year’s?” she asked her mother.

		There was a single catchy breath that warned Mac a storm was coming.

		“I broke up with Martin, which I’d have told you if you’d bothered to answer my calls. It was a horrible night. Horrible, Mac.” The catchy breath became thick with tears. “I’ve been devastated for days.”

		Martin, Martin . . . She wasn’t sure she could conjure a clear picture of the current ex-boyfriend. “I’m sorry to hear that. Holiday breakups are tough, but I guess you could look at it as starting the new year with a fresh slate.”

		
			“How? You know how I loved Martin! I’m forty-two years old, alone and completely shattered.”
		

		Forty-seven, Mac corrected. But what was five years between mother and daughter? At her desk, Mac rubbed her temple. “You broke up with him, right?”

		
			“What difference does it make? It’s over. It’s over, and I was crazy about him. Now I’m alone again. We had a terrible fight, and he was unreasonable and mean. He called me selfish. And overly emotional, and oh, other awful things. What else could I do but break it off? He wasn’t the man I thought he was.”
		

		“Mmmm. Has Eloisa gone back to school?” she asked, hoping to switch the topic to her half sister.

		“Yesterday. She just left me here in this state, when I can barely get out of bed in the morning. I have two daughters. I devoted myself to my girls, and neither of them will make the effort to support me when I’m emotionally shattered.”

		Since her head was already starting to throb, Mac leaned over to lightly bang it against her desk. “The semester’s starting. She has to go back. Maybe Milton—”

		
			“Martin.”
		

		“Right, maybe he’ll apologize, then—”

		“It’s over. There’s no going back. I’d never forgive a man who treated me so shabbily. What I need is to heal, to find myself again. I need some me time, some quiet, a place to detox from the stress of this ugly situation. I’ve booked myself a week at a spa in Florida. It’s just what I need. To get away, out of this awful cold, away from the memories and the pain. I need three thousand dollars.”

		“Three—Mom, you can’t expect me to cough up three grand so you can go get facials in Florida because you’re pissed at Marvin.”

		“Martin, damn it, and it’s the least you can do. If I needed medical treatment would you quibble about paying the hospital? I have to go. It’s already booked.”

		“Didn’t Grandma send you money last month? An early Christmas—”

		“I had expenses. I bought that horrible man a TAG Heuer, a limited edition, for Christmas. How was I to know he’d turn into a monster?”

		She began to weep, pitifully.

		“You should ask for it back. Or—”

		
			“I would never be so tacky. I don’t want the damn watch, or him. I want to get away.”
		

		“Fine. Go somewhere you can afford, or—”

		“I need the spa. Obviously, I’m strapped financially after all the holiday expenses, and I need your help. Your business is doing very well, as you’re always happy to tell me. I need three thousand dollars, Mackensie.”

		“Like you needed another two last summer so you and El could have a week at the beach? And—”

		Linda burst into tears again. This time Mac didn’t beat her head against the desk, but simply laid it there.

		“You won’t help me? You won’t help your own mother? I suppose if they put me out on the street, you’d just look the other way. Just go on with your own life while mine’s destroyed. How can you be so selfish?”

		“I’ll transfer the money into your account in the morning. Have a good trip,” she said, then hung up.

		And, rising, she walked to the kitchen, pulled out a bottle of wine.

		She needed a drink.

		
			 


		
			 


		WITH HIS BRAIN NUMB FROM NEARLY TWO HOURS OF TULLE, roses, headdresses, guest lists, and God all—and his system overhyped on coffee and cookies (damn good cookies), Carter walked back to his car. He’d left it parked closer to Mac’s studio than the main house. Because of that geographical choice, he’d been given the assignment of dropping off a package that had been delivered to the main by mistake.

		As he carted it under his arm, the first thin flakes of snow began to swirl. He needed to get home, he thought. He had to finish a lesson plan and fine-tune a pop quiz he planned to spring at the end of the week.

		He wanted his books, and the quiet. The afternoon of estrogen, sugar, and caffeine had worn him out. Plus his head hurt again.

		The snow and the house brought gloom, enough to have the path lights along the walk glow on. Yet, he noted, none glowed in Mackensie’s studio.

		She could’ve gone out, he mused, be taking a nap, be walking around half naked again. He considered just propping the package against the front door, but it didn’t seem responsible. Added to that, the package served as the perfect excuse to see her again—and reexplore the secret crush he’d had on her when he’d been seventeen.

		So he knocked, shifted the package, waited.

		She opened the door, fully dressed, which brought both relief and disappointment. In the dim light she stood, a glass of wine in one hand, her other braced on the door.

		“Ah, Parker asked if I’d bring this over on my way out. I just—”

		“Good, fine. Come on in.”

		“I was just—”

		“Have some wine.”

		“I’m driving so—” But she was already walking away—that way she did, he noted, that was a kind of gliding, sexy stride.

		“I’m having some, as you can plainly see.” She got down another glass, poured generously. “You don’t want me drinking alone, right?”

		“Apparently I’m too late for that.”

		With a laugh, she pushed the glass into his hand. “So, catch up. I’ve only had two. No, three. I believe I’ve had three.”

		“Uh-huh. Well.” Unless he was mistaken, there was anger and upset under the three-glass buzz. Instead of drinking, he reached over to turn on the kitchen light. “Dark in here.”

		“I guess. You were nice with your sister today. Some families are nice. I observe and so I note. I recall yours being. Didn’t know you and Sherry all that well, but I recall. Nice family. Mine sucks.”

		“Okay.”

		“Y’know why? Lemme tell you why. You got a sister, right?”

		“I do. In fact, I have two. Maybe we should sit down.”

		“Two, yeah, yeah. Older sister, too. I never met her. So two sibs. Me? I’ve got one, comprised of two halves. A half sister, a half brother—from each parent—which could be smooshed together into one sib. This is not to count the number of steps I’ve had throughout. I’ve lost track there. They come and go, go and come, as my parents marry willy-nilly.” She took a glug of wine. “Bet you had a big-ass family Christmas thing, huh?”

		“Ah, yes, we—”

		“Know what I did?”

		Okay, he got it. It wasn’t a conversation. He was a sounding board. “No.”

		“As my father is . . . somewhere. It might be Vail,” she considered with a frown, “or possibly Switzerland, with his third wife and their son, he wasn’t a factor. However, he did send me a ridiculously expensive bracelet, which did not come from guilt or particularly paternal devotion, of which he has neither. But from the fact that as a trust fund baby he’s just careless with money.”

		She stopped, forehead furrowing, and drank some more. “Where was I?”

		“Christmas.”

		“Right, right. Family Christmas as applies to me. I paid the courtesy call on my mother and Eloisa—that’s the half sister—on the twenty-third, because none of us were the least bit interested in spending Christmas together. No goose for us. Exchange gifts, have a drink, wish you the merry, and escape.”

		She smiled, but there was no humor in it. “We did not sing Christmas carols around the piano. Actually, El escaped quicker than I did, to go out with friends. Can’t blame her. My mother’ll drive you to drink. See.” She held out her glass.

		“Yes, I do. Let’s take a walk.”

		“A what? Why?”

		“Why not? It’s starting to snow.” Casually, he took the glass from her hand, set it and his untouched one on the counter. “I like walking in the snow. Hey, there’s your coat.”

		She frowned at him when he retrieved it, then came back to bundle her in it. “I’m not drunk. Yet. Plus, can’t a woman have a drunken pity party in her own house if she wants to?”

		“Absolutely. Do you have a hat?”

		She dug into her coat pocket, dragged out the vivid green cap. “It’s not like I sit around every night sucking down the wine or whatever.”

		“I’m sure you don’t.” He pulled the cap over her head, then wound her scarf around her neck before buttoning her coat. “That’ll do it.” He took her arm, led her to the door. And out.

		He heard her hiss through her teeth as the cold hit her face, and kept hold on her arm, just in case.

		“Warm’s better,” she mumbled, but when she tried to turn around, he just kept walking.

		“I like when it snows at night. Well, it’s not night yet, but this looks like it’ll go into it. I like watching it out the window, the white against the black.”

		“We’re not watching it out the window. We’re in the damn stuff.”

		He just smiled and kept walking. Plenty of paths, he thought, and all of them carefully cleared before this dusting. “Who shovels all this?”

		“This what?”

		“Snow, Mackensie.”

		“We do, or we draft Del or his pal Jack. We pay some teenagers sometimes. Depends. Gotta keep the paths clear. We’re a business here, so we have to maintain it. We get the plow guy for the parking areas.”

		“A lot of work, with a place this size, and a business with this many facets.”

		“All part of the whole, plus it’s home, too, so we . . . Oh, you’re changing the subject.” Eyes narrowed, she peered up at him from under the cap. “I’m not stupid, just a little buzzed.”

		“What was the subject?”

		“The enormous suckatude of my family. Where was I?”

		“I think you left off with Christmas, and your mother driving you to drink.”

		
			“That’s right, I did. Here’s how she drove me to drink this time. She broke up with her latest boyfriend. I use the term boyfriend deliberately, as her mind-set is that of a teenager when it comes to men, relationships, marriage. Anyway, drama, drama, and of course now she has to go to a spa to recover from the ordeal and the stress and heartbreak. Which is bullshit, but she believes it. And since she can’t keep ten dollars in her pocket for  more than five minutes, she expects me to front the expense. Three thousand.”
		

		“You’re supposed to give your mother three thousand dollars because she broke up with her boyfriend and wants to go to the spa?”

		
			“If she needed an operation, would I just let her die?” Trying to express her mother’s method of attack, Mac wheeled both arms in the air. “No, no, no, that’s not the one she used this time. It was homeless and on the streets this time. She has a collection like that. Maybe she used both. It started to blur. So, yes, I’m supposed to pay for it. Correction, I am paying for it because she’ll keep hounding and hammering at me until I do, so I’ll pay for it. Ergo, the wine, because it disgusts and infuriates me that I always cave.”
		

		“It’s none of my business, but if you kept saying no, wouldn’t she have to stop? If you keep saying yes, why would she?”

		
			“I know that.” She rapped him in the chest. “Of course, I know that, but she’s relentless and I just want her to go away. I keep thinking, why won’t she just get married again—make it lucky number four—and move away? Far, far away, like maybe Burma. Effectively disappear like my father. Only pop up occasionally. Maybe she’ll meet some guy at this spa, sitting around the pool drinking carrot juice or whatever, fall in love—which is as easy for her as buying shoes. No, easier. Fall in love,” Mac continued, “move to Burma, and leave me alone.”
		

		She sighed, lifted her face. It didn’t feel so cold now, she realized. And the thickening fall of snow was pretty and peaceful. Walking in it, she had to admit, made for a better idea than drinking.

		“You’re a saver, aren’t you?” she asked him.

		“Ah, you mean like money or old papers?”

		“No, as in rescue. I bet you always open the door for somebody if their hands are full, even if you’re in a hurry. And listen to your students’ personal problems even if you have something  else you need to do.” She lowered her face to look into his now. “And take marginally drunk women for walks in the snow.”

		“It seemed like the thing to do.” Less buzz, he noted, looking into those fascinating green eyes. More sadness.

		“I bet you’re sick of women.”

		“Do you mean altogether or just at the moment?”

		She smiled at him. “I bet you’re a really nice guy.”

		He didn’t sigh, but he wanted to. “I’ve been accused of it.” He glanced around, looking for something else to talk about. He should get her back inside, he thought, but he wanted just a little longer with her. In the snowy dark. “So, what kind of birds do you get?” He gestured toward two pretty feeders.

		“The kind that fly.” She shoved her hands in her pockets. Neither of them had thought of finding her gloves. “I don’t know much about birds.” Angling her head, she gave him another study. “Are you, like, a bird-watcher?”

		“No, not seriously. Just as sort of a hobby.” And God, could he get any geekier? Cut your losses, Carter, and go before it’s too late. “We’d better go back. The snow’s getting heavier.”

		“Aren’t you going to tell me what kind of birds I should be watching for? Emma and I stock the feeders since they’re between her place and mine.”

		“Her place?”

		“Yeah, see.” She gestured toward the pretty two-story house. “The old guest house, and she uses the greenhouses beyond it. I took the pool house. Laurel and Parker third floor of the main, east and west wings, so it’s like having their own place. It’s Parker’s house, pretty much. But Laurel needs the kitchen, I need studio space, Emma the greenhouses. So this setup made the most sense. We hang out at the big house a lot, but we all have our separate spaces.”

		“You’ve been friends a long time.”

		“Forever.”

		“That’s family, isn’t it? The kind without suckatude?”

		She gave him a half laugh. “Smart, aren’t you? About those birds . . .”

		“You’d spot cardinals easily this time of year.”

		“Okay, everybody knows what a cardinal looks like. It’s a cardinal that provided you with a look at my breasts.”

		“I beg your . . . What?”

		“He flew into the kitchen window and I spilled my drink on my shirt. So. Birds. Besides the red ones that fly into windows. I’m thinking of a belly-crested whopado, like that?”

		“Unfortunately, the belly-crested whopado is extinct. But you could spot some of the streaked sparrow species in this area, in the winter.”

		“Streaked sparrow species. Since I managed to repeat that without slurring, I must not be close to drunk anymore.”

		They walked down the path between the glowing lights and the dark while the snow fell in thick Hollywood flakes. As pretty a night, Mac realized, as you could ask for in January. And she’d have missed it if he hadn’t come by, and insisted—in his low-key way—that she take a walk.

		“At this point, I feel like I should say I don’t make a habit of tossing back multiple glasses of wine before sundown. Usually I’d have channelled the frustration into work or I’d have gone over and dumped on Parker and company. I was too mad for either. And I didn’t feel like ice cream, which is also a personal crutch in trying times.”

		“I figured that out, except for the ice cream. My mother makes soup when she’s really upset or seriously mad. Big pots of soup. I’ve eaten a great deal of soup in my life.”

		“Nobody really cooks around here but Laurel and Mrs. G.”

		“Mrs. G. Mrs. Grady? Is she still here? I didn’t see her today.”

		“Still here, still running the place and everybody in it. Thank God for it. She’s on her annual winter vacation. She goes to St. Martin’s on January first, like clockwork, and stays until April.  As usual, she made a freezer full of casseroles, soups, stews, and so on before she left so none of us would starve in the event of a blizzard or nuclear war.”

		She stopped by her front door, cocked her head at him again. “It’s been a day. You held up, Professor.”

		“It had some interesting moments. Oh, Sherry’s going for Number Three, with buffet.”

		“Good choice. Thanks for the walk, and the ear.”

		“I like to walk.” He pushed his hands in his pockets since he wasn’t sure what to do with them. “I’d better get going because driving in it’s a little trickier. And . . . school night.”

		“School night,” she repeated and smiled.

		Then she laid her pocket-warmed hands on his cheeks, brushed her lips to his in a light, friendly, close to sisterly kiss.

		He blanked. He moved before he thought, acted before he checked. He took her shoulders, pulled her in—pressed her back to the door as he took the simple brush of lips into the long and the dark.

		
			What he’d imagined at seventeen plunged into reality at thirty. The taste of her, the feel. That moment of lips and tongue, and the heat rising in the blood. In the quiet of snowfall, that elemental hush, the sound of her breath sighing out broke in his mind like thunder.
		

		A storm gathering.

		
			She didn’t nudge him back, push him away, protest his shoving open the door of her friendly gesture into the hot and wild. Her first thought was, who knew? Who knew the nice-guy English professor who walked into walls could kiss like this?
		

		Like he planned to drag you off into the nearest cave and rip off your clothes, while you eagerly ripped off his.

		Then thinking stopped being an option, and all she could do was try to keep up.

		Swept away. She’d never actually believed that one, but this was swept away.

		Her hands slid up from his face, forked through his hair. Gripped.

		The movement slapped him back. Now he did step away, nearly slipping on the snow that covered the path. She didn’t move an inch, but stared out at him from eyes that gleamed in the dark.

		God, he thought, God. He’d lost his mind.

		“I’m sorry.” He fumbled it as arousal and mortification warred inside him. “Sorry. That was—wasn’t—Just . . . really sorry.”

		She continued to stare as he hurried away, his strides made awkward by the fresh fall of snow. She heard, somewhere in the roaring in her head, the beep of his key lock, and watched him climb into his car in the overhead light after he wrenched open the door.

		He pulled out before she got her breath and her voice back. As he drove away, she managed a weak, “No problem.”

		Feeling a lot more buzzed than she had on wine, she let herself into the house. She went to the kitchen, poured his untouched wine down the sink, followed it with what was left in hers. After looking blindly around, she turned, leaned back on the counter.

		“Wow,” she said.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER FOUR
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		SOME MORNINGS YOU JUST NEEDED MORE THAN A POP-TART and a hit of coffee, Mac decided. She figured she’d been spared the unhappiness of a hangover—thank you, Carter Maguire—but several fresh inches of snow meant she’d be hauling out the shovel. She wanted real fuel. Knowing where she’d find it, she pulled on her boots, dragged on her coat, and headed out.

		And went back inside immediately for her camera.

		The light, bold and bright, blasted out of the hard blue sky onto the still white sea. Untouched, untrampled, that sea spread over the ground, washed over it. Drowned it. Shrubs became hunched creatures crossing that frozen sea, and the rocks forming the lagoon of the swimming pool a tumbled barricade.

		Her breath drew in, the cold like tiny shards of glass, then expelled in frigid clouds as she framed in the winter palace of a grove.

		Landscapes and pictorials rarely gripped her imagination. But this, she thought, this black and white, with so many shades of each, the shadow and light under the almost savage blue sky  demanded its moment. So many shapes, so many textures with branches buried and bark laced offered countless possibilities.

		And the grand and gorgeous house rose out of the sea, an elegant and graceful island.

		She worked her way to it, experimenting with angles, using the light, honing in on the sparkling cotton balls of azaleas that would burst into bloom come spring. A movement caught her eye, and as she turned to follow it she saw the cardinal take its perch on the snow-covered branch of a maple. It sat, a single spot of vivid red, and sang.

		Mac crouched, zoomed in rather than risk going closer and losing the shot. Was it the same bird who’d smacked into her kitchen window? she wondered. If so, he certainly seemed undamaged and unruffled as he sat like a single flame on the white-laced branch.

		She caught the moment then, taking three shots in rapid succession, slight changes in angles that coated her jeans with snow as she inched left.

		Then the bird took wing, swooped over the frozen sea, through the bright light, and was gone.

		
			Emmaline, beautiful Emmaline in her old navy coat, white cap and scarf trudged toward her through the snow. “I wondered how long I’d have to stand there until you finished or the damn bird took off. It’s cold out here.”
		

		“I love winter.” Mac swung the camera up again, and with Emma in the crosshairs, depressed the shutter.

		“Don’t! God, I look awful.”

		“You look cute. Gotta love the pink Uggs.”

		
			“Why did I buy them in pink? What was I thinking?” She shook her head as she joined Mac, and both continued to the house. “I thought you’d already be inside, nagging Laurel to make breakfast. Wasn’t it you who called me and said pancakes  nearly an hour ago?”
		

		“It was, and now we can both nag her into it. I got caught up. It’s amazing out here. The light, the tones, the texture. And that damn bird? Bonus round.”

		“It’s twenty degrees, and after pancakes, we’re going to be shoveling this snow and freezing our asses off. Why can’t it always be summer?”

		“We hardly ever get pancakes in the summer. Crepes maybe, but it’s not the same.”

		As she stomped snow off her pink Uggs, Emma slid her baleful gaze toward Mac, then opened the door.

		Mac scented coffee instantly. She dumped her gear, set her camera carefully on top of the dryer, then strode in to give Laurel a rib-crushing squeeze. “I knew I could count on you.”

		“I saw you playing nature girl out the window, and figured you were coming over to whine for pancakes.” Hair clipped back, sleeves rolled up, Laurel measured out flour.

		“I love you, and not only for your snowy-day pancakes.”

		“Good, then set the table. Parker’s already up, answering e-mail.”

		“Is she calling for snow removal?” Emma asked. “I’ve got three consults today.”

		“For parking. The consensus is there’s not enough to call in the troops for the rest. We can handle it.”

		Emma’s face clouded into a pout. “I hate shoveling snow.”

		“Poor Em,” Mac and Laurel said together.

		“Bitches.”

		
			“I’ve got a breakfast story.” Riding on the impromptu photo session and the near occasion of pancakes, Mac dumped sugar in the coffee she’d poured. “A sexy breakfast story.”
		

		Emma paused in the act of opening a cabinet for plates. “Spill.”

		“We’re not eating. Anyway, Parker’s not down yet.”

		“I’m going up to drag her down. I want a sexy breakfast  story to keep me warm while I’m shoveling this stupid snow.” Emma scurried out of the kitchen.

		“Sexy breakfast story.” Considering Mac, Laurel picked up her wooden spoon to stir the batter. “Must involve Carter Maguire, unless you got an obscene phone call and consider that sexy.”

		“Depends who’s calling.”

		“He’s fairly adorable. Not your usual type, though.”

		Mac looked back as she opened the drawer for flatware. “I have a type?”

		“You know you do. Athletic, fun-loving, may have creative bent but not a strict requirement, not too intense or serious-minded. Nothing in past history to include cerebral, scholarly, or quietly charming.”

		It was Mac’s turn to pout. “I like smart guys. Maybe I just haven’t run into one who hit my hot-o-meter.”

		“He’s also sweet. Not your usual.”

		“I like sweet,” Mac objected. “Taste my coffee!”

		With a laugh, Laurel set the batter down to get mixed berries out of the fridge. “Set the table, Elliot.”

		“I’m doing it.” As she did, she evaluated Laurel’s list. Maybe it was accurate—to a point. “Everybody’s got a type. Parker’s got a type. Successful, well-groomed, well-read.”

		“Bilingual a plus,” Laurel added as she washed berries. “Should be able to distinguish between Armani and Hugo Boss at twenty paces.”

		“Emma’s got a type. They must be men.”

		Laurel’s laugh rolled out as Emma came back in. “Parker’s heading down. What’s the joke?”

		“You, sweetie. Griddle’s hot,” Laurel announced. “Better get moving.”

		“Good morning, partners.” Parker swung in—dark jeans, cashmere sweater, her hair neatly tied back in a tail, makeup subtle. Mac had an errant thought that it would be easy to hate  Parker if she didn’t love her. “I just booked three more appointments for the tour and pitch. God! I love the holidays. So many people get engaged during the holidays. And before you know it, it’ll be Valentine’s Day, and we’ll get more hits. Pancakes?”

		“Get the syrup,” Laurel told her.

		“The roads are clear. I don’t think we’ll have any cancellations on today’s schedule. Oh, and the Paulsons sent an e-mail—just back from their honeymoon. I’m going to pull off some quotes for the website.”

		“No business,” Emma interrupted. “Mac has a sexy breakfast story.”

		“Really?” Eyebrows lifted, Parker set the syrup and butter on the table of the breakfast nook. “Tell all.”

		“It began, and sexy tales often do, when I spilled Diet Coke on my shirt.”

		She started the story as Laurel brought a platter of pancakes to the table.

		
			“He said he walked into a wall,” Emma interrupted. “Poor Carter!” She snorted out a laugh as she cut the first tiny sliver of a single pancake.
		

		“Hard,” Mac added. “I mean, the guy rammed it. In a cartoon, he’d have gone through the wall and left a Carter-shaped hole in it. Then he’s sitting on the floor and I’m trying to see how bad it is, and my tits are in his face—which he very politely points out.”

		“ ‘Excuse me, Miss, your tits appear to be in my face’?”

		Mac wagged her fork at Laurel. “Except he didn’t say tits, and he kind of stuttered. So I go pull a shirt out of the dryer, get him a bag of ice, and ultimately determine he probably doesn’t need the ER.”

		She continued on while plowing her way through a short stack.

		“I’m a little let down,” Laurel said. “I expect a sexy breakfast story to have sex, not just your very pretty boobs.”

		“I’m not done. Part two begins when I’m back home working, and carelessly answer the phone. My mother.”

		Smile fading, Parker shook her head. “That’s not sexy. I’ve told you to screen, Mac.”

		“I know, I know, but it was the business line, and I wasn’t thinking. Anyway, I did worse. She broke up with her latest, and went on one of her riffs. She’s shattered, she’s devastated, blah blah blah. The pain and suffering requires a week in a Florida spa and three thousand from me.”

		“You didn’t,” Emma murmured. “Tell me you didn’t.”

		Mac shrugged, stabbed another forkful of pancakes. “I wish I could say no.”

		“Honey, you’ve got to stop,” Laurel told her. “You just have to stop.”

		“I know.” Under the table, Emma rubbed Mac’s knee in sympathy. “I know, but I cracked, that’s all. After which I opened a fresh bottle of wine and proceeded to drown my sorrow and disgust.”

		“You should’ve come back here.” Parker reached out, touched Mac’s hand. “We were here.”

		“I know that, too. I was too mad, sad, and full of self-pity and disgust. Then guess who knocked on my door?”

		“Oh-oh.” Laurel’s eyes popped. “Tell me you didn’t have drunk, self-pity sex with Carter—but if so, please include all details.”

		“I invited him in for a drink.”

		“Oh, boy!” In celebration, Emma ate another sliver of pancake.

		“I dumped all over him. My family, suck, suck, suck. The guy comes by to drop off a package and ends up with a half-drunk woman in the middle of a pity party. He listened, which I didn’t really understand at the time, being half drunk and on a rant, but he listened to me. Then he took me out for a walk. He just  put my coat on me, buttoned it up like I was three, and took me out. Where he listened some more until I’d pretty well run it down. Then he walked me back and—”

		“You invite him back in and have sex,” Emma prompted.

		“Get your own sexy breakfast story. I felt mildly embarrassed, and really grateful, so I give him a little peck. A ‘thanks, pal’ kind of peck. The next thing I know I’m in the middle of a brain-frying, blood-pumping, jungle-drum-beating kiss. The jerk-you-forward-then-shove-you-back-against-a-solid-surface type.”

		
			“Oh.” Emma shuddered in pure delight. “I love those.”
		

		“You love any type of lip-lock,” Laurel pointed out.

		“Yes, yes, I do. I’d have guessed Carter more for the sexy, slow, and shy type.”

		“Maybe he is, usually. Because while my head was busy exploding, he stopped, apologized—a couple of times—then slipped and slid his way back to his car. He was gone by the time I regained the power of speech.”

		Parker nudged her plate away, picked up her coffee. “Well, you have to go get him. Obviously.”

		“Obviously,” Emma concurred, and looked toward Laurel to complete the vote.

		“Could be trouble.” Laurel shrugged. “He’s not her usual type, and he has moves that don’t coincide with his general demeanor. I smell complications.”

		
			“Because he’s a nice, sweet, slightly klutzy guy who kisses like a warrior?” Emma gave Laurel a light kick under the table. “I smell romance.”
		

		“You smell romance in a traffic jam on ninety-five.”

		“Maybe. But you know damn well you want to see what happens next. You can’t just let a kiss like that hang there,” Emma added, turning to Mac.

		“Maybe, because as it stands it’s a nice sexy breakfast story,  and nobody gets hurt. Now, I have to go call the bank and toss away three thousand dollars like it was confetti.” She scooted out of the nook. “I’ll see you all outside, with shovels.”

		Parker plucked a raspberry out of the bowl after Mac left. “She’s not going to let it hang there. It’ll drive her crazy.”

		“Second contact within forty-eight hours,” Laurel agreed, then scowled. “And damn it, she skated out of helping with the dishes.”

		
			 


		
			 


		AT HIS DESK AT THE ACADEMY, CARTER WENT OVER THE DISCUSSION points he planned to introduce in his final period class. Keeping energy and interest up were keys in that last class of the day, when freedom was only fifty short (or endless depending on your point of view) minutes away. The right slants could snag the wandering attention of the clock watcher.

		They might learn something.

		The problem was he couldn’t keep his own attention focused.

		Should he call her and apologize again? Maybe he should write her a note. He did better writing things down than saying them. Most of the time.

		Should he just let it go? It had been a couple of days. Well, one day and two nights to be anal about it.

		He knew he was being anal about it.

		He wanted to let it go, just let it go and mark it down on the lengthy list of Carter’s Embarrassing Moments. But he couldn’t stop thinking about it. About her.

		He was right back where he’d been thirteen years before. Suffering from a pathetic crush on Mackensie Elliot.

		He’d get over it, Carter reminded himself. He’d gotten over it before. Almost entirely.

		He’d just lost his head for a moment, that’s all. And it was understandable considering the rest of the experience.

		Still, he should probably write her a note of apology.

		
			 


		
			Dear Mackensie,
		

		
			I want to offer my sincere apology for my untoward behavior on the evening of January fourth. My actions were inexcusable, and deeply regretted.
		

		
			Yours, Carter
		

		
			 


		And could he possibly be any more stiff and stupid?

		She’d probably forgotten about it anyway, after having a quick laugh with her friends. Who could blame her?

		Let it go, that was the thing to do. Just let it go and get back to leading the class on a discussion of Rosalind as a twenty-first-century woman.

		Sexuality. Identity. Guile. Courage. Wit. Loyalty. Love.

		How did Rosalind use her dual sexuality in the play to become the woman at its end, rather than the girl she was in the beginning, and the boy she played throughout?

		Say “sex,” and you drew teenagers’ attention, Carter thought.

		How did—

		He kept scanning notes, and called out an absent, “Come in,” at the knock. Ah, evolution, he thought, of identity and courage through disguise and . . .

		He glanced up, blinked.

		With his mind full of the engaging Rosalind, he stared at Mac.

		“Hi, sorry to interrupt.”

		He lurched to his feet, scattered his papers so some sailed to the floor. “Ah, it’s all right. No problem. I was just . . .”

		He bent to retrieve papers as she did the same, and knocked his head against hers.

		“Sorry, sorry.” He stayed down, met her eyes. “Crap.”

		She smiled, and the dimples came out to play. “Hello, Carter.”

		“Hello.” He took the papers she offered. “I was just going over some launch points for a discussion on Rosalind.”

		“Rosalind who?”

		
			“Ah, Shakespeare’s Rosalind. As You Like It?”
		

		“Oh. Is that the one with Emma Thompson?”

		
			“No. That’s Much Ado. Rosalind, niece of Duke Frederick, is banished from his court, and disguises herself as Ganymede, a young man.”
		

		“Her twin brother, right?”

		
			“No, actually that’s Twelfth Night.”
		

		“I get them confused.”

		
			“Well, while there are some parallels between As You Like It  and Twelfth Night as far as theme and device, the two plays address markedly divergent . . . Sorry, it doesn’t matter.”
		

		He laid the papers down, took off his reading glasses. And prepared to face the consequences of his actions. “I want to apologize for—”

		“You already did. Do you apologize to every woman you kiss?”

		
			“No, but under the circumstances . . .” Let it go, Carter. “Anyway. What can I do for you?”
		

		“I dropped by to give you this. I was going to leave it at the front office, but they told me you had a free period, and were in here. So I thought I’d give it to you in person.”

		She offered him a package wrapped in brown paper. “You can open it,” she said when he only looked flustered. “It’s just a token—appreciation for letting me dump on you the other night, and for the hangover you spared me. I thought you might like it.”

		He opened it carefully, peeling up the tape and flapped ends. And took out the photograph matted in a simple black frame. Against the black and white of snow and winter trees, the cardinal sat like a living flame.

		“It’s wonderful.”

		“It’s nice.” She studied it with him. “One of those lucky breaks. I took it early yesterday morning. It’s no belly-crested whopado, but it’s our bird, after all.”

		“Our . . . Oh. Right. And you came in to give it to me.” Pleasure flustered him nearly as much as embarrassment. “I thought you’d be angry with me after I . . .”

		“Kissed my brains out,” she finished. “That would be stupid. Besides, if I’d been pissed, I’d have kicked your ass at the time.”

		“I suppose that’s true. Still, I shouldn’t have—”

		“I liked it,” she interrupted, and rendered him speechless. Turning, she wandered the room. “So, this is your classroom, where it all happens.”

		“Yes, this is mine.” Why, dear God, why couldn’t he make his brain and his mouth work together?

		“I haven’t been back here in years. It all looks so much the same, feels so much the same. Don’t people usually say the school seems smaller when they go back as an adult? It actually seems bigger to me. Big and open and bright.”

		“It’s a strong design, the building I mean. Open areas, and . . . But you meant that more metaphorically.”

		“Maybe I did. I think I had some classes in this room.” She walked around the desks to the trio of windows along the south wall. “I think I used to sit here and look out the window instead of paying attention. I loved it here.”

		“Really? A lot of people don’t have fond memories of high school. It’s often a war of politics and personalities, set off by the cannon fire of hormones.”

		Her grin flashed. “You could put that on a T-shirt. No, I didn’t like high school all that much. I liked it here, because Parker and Emma were here. I only went here a couple of semesters. One in tenth and one in eleventh, but I liked it better than Jefferson High. Even though Laurel was there, it was so big we didn’t get to hang out all that much.”

		She turned back. “Politics and warfare aside, high school’s still a social animal. Since you’re back in the classroom, I bet you loved every minute.”

		“For me, high school was a matter of survival. Nerds are one of the low levels on the social strata, alternately debased, ignored, or reviled by those on others. I could write a paper.”

		She eyed him curiously. “Did I ever do that?”

		“Write a paper? No, you meant the other part. Not noticing is different from ignoring.”

		“Sometimes it’s worse,” Mac murmured.

		“I wonder if we could go back to the other night, and your ‘I liked it’ response. Could you be more specific, in case I’m misinterpreting?”

		He just made her smile. “I don’t think you’re misinterpreting. But—”

		“Dr. Maguire?”

		The girl hesitated in the doorway, radiating freshness and youth in the prim navy uniform of the academy. Mac noted the signs—the rosy flush, the dewy eyes—and thought: serious teacher crush.

		“Ah . . . Julie. Yes?”

		“You said I could come by this period to talk about my paper.”

		“Right. I just need a minute to—”

		
			“I’ll get out of your way,” Mac said. “I’m running behind as it is. Nice to see you again, Doctor Maguire.”
		

		She strolled out, passing pretty young Julie, and made the turn for the stairs. He caught up with her before she’d made it halfway down.

		“Wait.”

		As she stopped and turned, Carter laid a hand on her arm. “Would not misinterpreting include it being okay for me to call you?”

		“You could call me. Or you could meet me for a drink after school.”

		“Do you know where Coffee Talk is?”

		“Vaguely. I can find it.”

		“Four thirty?”

		“I can make five o’clock.”

		“Five. Great. I’ll . . . see you there.”

		She continued down, glancing back as she reached the base of the staircase. He stood at that halfway point still, hands in the pockets of his khakis, his tweed jacket just a little saggy, and his hair carelessly mussed.

		Poor Julie, Mac thought and continued on. Poor little Julie, I know exactly how you feel.

		
			 


		
			 


		“YOU ASKED HER TO COFFEE TALK? WHAT’S WRONG WITH you?”

		Carter scowled as he loaded files and books into his briefcase. “What’s the matter with Coffee Talk?”

		“It’s a hangout for staff and students.” Bob Tarkinson, math teacher and self-proclaimed expert on affairs of the heart, shook his head sadly. “You want to make it with a woman, you take her out for a drink. A nice bar, Carter. Something with a little sense of atmosphere and intimacy.”

		“Not every contact with a woman’s about making it.”

		“Just every other one then.”

		“You’re married,” Carter pointed out. “With a baby on the way.”

		“Exactly why I know what I know.” Bob rested a hip against Carter’s desk, putting his wise expression on his pleasant face. “Do you think I got a woman like Amy to marry me by taking her out for a cup of coffee? Hell, no. You know what turned the tide for me and Amy?”

		“Yes, Bob.” Because you’ve told me a thousand times. “You cooked her dinner on your second date, and she fell for you over your chicken cutlets.”

		Still wise, Bob wagged his finger. “Nobody falls for somebody over a latte, Carter. Trust me.”

		“She doesn’t even know me, not really. So the falling-for portion is irrelevant. And you’re making me nervous.”

		“You were already nervous. Okay, you’re stuck with coffee, so see how it goes. If you’re still interested, do the follow-up call tomorrow. Next day latest. Dinner.”

		“I’m not making chicken cutlets.”

		“You can’t cook for shit, Maguire. Besides, this coffee thing isn’t officially a first date. Take her out. When you’re ready to close the deal, I can give you a recipe. Something simple.”

		“God.” Carter rubbed the space between his eyebrows where tension built. “This is why I avoid dating. It’s hell.”

		“You’ve avoided dating because Corrine screwed up your self-confidence. It’s good you’re getting back on the horse, and with somebody outside our sphere.” In support, he clapped Carter on the shoulder. “What did you say she does again?”

		“She’s a photographer. She has a wedding business with three of her friends. They’re doing Sherry’s wedding. We—Mackensie and I—went to high school together for about five minutes.”

		“Wait. Wait. Mackensie? The redhead you had a crush on in high school?”

		Defeated, Carter rubbed the spot between his eyebrows again. “I should never have told you about that. This is why I rarely drink.”

		“But, Cart, this is like kismet.” Excitement rushed through the words. “It’s like return of the nerd. It’s the big chance to follow up on a lost opportunity.”

		“It’s coffee,” Carter muttered.

		Flushed with enthusiasm, Bob jumped up, grabbed a piece of chalk. On the board he drew a circle. “Obvious, the circle.  You’re completing one, and completing it just means taking point A and point B—” Within the circle he made two dots, connected them horizontally. “Up to point C.” He drew another dot at the apex, then joined it with the other points with two diagonal lines. “See?”

		“Yes, I see a triangle inside a circle. I’ve got to go.”

		“It’s the triangle of fate inside the circle of life!”

		Carter hefted his briefcase. “Go home, Bob.”

		“You can’t argue with math, Carter. You’ll always lose.”

		Carter escaped, moving quickly through the largely empty school with his footsteps echoing behind him.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER FIVE
		

		
			[image: 007]
		

		SHE WAS LATE. MAYBE SHE WASN’T COMING AT ALL. ANYTHING could’ve come up, Carter thought. If he’d had any brain cells working he’d have given her his cell number so she could call and cancel.

		Now he just had to sit here, alone.

		For how long? he wondered. The fifteen minutes he’d already waited wasn’t long enough. A half an hour? An hour? Did waiting alone for an hour make him a pathetic loser?

		He thought it probably did.

		Stupid, he told himself and pretended to drink more green tea. He’d dated before—plenty. He’d been in a serious, intimate relationship with a woman for nearly a year. For God’s sake, he’d lived with her.

		Until she’d dumped him and moved in with someone else.

		But that was beside the point.

		
			It was just coffee. Or, well, tea in his case. And he was working himself up over a casual . . . encounter, he decided for lack of a better term, like some silly girl over a prom date.
		

		He went back to pretending to read his book while he pretended to drink his tea. And ordered himself not to watch the door of the coffee shop like a starving cat watches a mouse hole.

		He’d forgotten—or had stopped noticing long ago—how noisy the place was. Forgotten how many of his students frequented the cafe. Bob had been right about the bad locale.

		Colorful booths and stools were crowded with upperclassmen from the academy and the local high school, along with twentysomethings, with a scatter of teachers.

		The lights were too bright, the voices too loud.

		“Sorry I’m late. The shoot ran over.”

		He blinked as Mac slid into the chair across from him. “What?”

		“You must’ve really been into your book.” She angled her head to read the title. “Lawrence Block? Shouldn’t you be reading Hemingway or Trollope?”

		“Popular fiction’s a strong and viable force in literature.

		That’s why it’s popular. Reading for nothing more than pleasure is . . . another lecture coming on. Sorry.”

		“Teacher mode suits you.”

		“I suppose that’s a good thing, in the classroom. I didn’t realize you were working when you stopped by. We could’ve made it later.”

		“Just a couple of client meetings, and a shoot. I have a bride who for some reason wants every moment of her plans photo-documented professionally. Okay with me, as it’s money in the bank. I documented her fitting—wedding dress—with her mother in weeping attendance. The weeping added a little more time than I’d scheduled.”

		She pulled off her cap, finger fluffed her hair as she gazed around the shop. “I haven’t stopped in here before. Nice energy.” She notched up the smile for the girl who came over to take her order.

		“I’m Dee. What can I get you?”

		“I think we’ll have some fun. How about a tall latte macchiato, double shot, squirt of vanilla.”

		“Coming up. Another green tea for you, Dr. Maguire?”

		“No, I’m good, Dee. Thanks.”

		“Not a fancy coffee fan?” Mac asked as Dee went to put in the order.

		“Just not this late in the day. But it’s good here—the coffee. I usually stop in for a cappuccino in the morning before work. They sell the beans, too, so if you like the coffee . . . I have to get this out of the way. I can’t think. And not being able to think, my inane conversation’s going to put you to sleep despite the double shot.”

		“Okay.” Mac propped her chin on her fist. “Get whatever out of the way.”

		“I had a crush on you in high school.”

		Her eyebrows shot up as she straightened. “On me? Seriously?”

		“Yes, well, yes, for me. And it’s mortifying to bring this up, a dozen years or so after the fact, but it’s coloring the current situation. From my side, that is.”

		“But . . . I barely remember you ever actually speaking to me.”

		“I didn’t. I couldn’t. I was painfully shy back then, especially in any kind of social situation. Anything, particularly that involved girls. Girls I was attracted to, that is. And you were so . . .”

		“Tall latte mach, double with vanilla.” Dee set the oversized cup on the table, added a couple of mini crescents of biscotti on a saucer. “Enjoy!”

		“Don’t stop now,” Mac insisted. “I was so what?”

		“Ah, you. The hair, the dimples, the everything.”

		Mac picked up the biscotti, leaning back to nibble on the end as she studied him. “Carter, I looked like a beanpole with  carrots growing out of my head in high school. I have pictures to prove it.”

		“Not to me. You were bright, vivid, confident.” Still are, he thought. Just look at you. “I feel like an idiot telling you this, but I keep tripping over it. I’m clumsy enough without putting up my own stumbling blocks. So, well. There.”

		“Would the kiss the other night be the result of that old crush?”

		“I’d have to say it played a part. It was all so surreal.”

		She scooted forward again to pick up her coffee. “Neither one of us are who we were in high school.”

		“God, I hope not. I was a mess back then.”

		“Who wasn’t? You know, Carter, most guys would’ve used that high-school crush bit as a pickup ploy, or kept it locked away. It interests me, you interest me, because you did neither. Are you always so forthright over coffee dates?”

		“I don’t know. You’re the only one I ever had a crush on.”

		“Oh boy.”

		“And that was stupid.” Flustered again, he raked his fingers through his hair. “Now I’ve scared you. That sounded scary and obsessive, like I have an altar somewhere with your pictures over it where I light candles and chant your name. Jesus, that’s even scarier. Run now. I won’t hold it against you.”

		She burst out laughing, had to set her coffee back down before she sloshed it over the rim. “I’ll stay if you swear you don’t have the altar.”

		“I don’t.” He swiped his finger in an X over his heart. “If you’re staying because you pity me, or because you really like the coffee, it works.”

		“It is really good coffee.” She drank again. “It’s not pity, but I’m not sure what it is. You’re an interesting man, and you helped me out when I needed it. You give really good kiss. Why not have coffee? Since we are, tell me why someone who was painfully shy went into teaching?”

		“I had to get over it. I wanted to teach.”

		“Always?”

		“Practically. I did want to be a superhero previous to that. Possibly one of the X-Men.”

		“Supermutant teacher. You could’ve been Educator.”

		He grinned at her. “Now you’ve unmasked my secret identity.”

		“So how did Shy Guy become the mighty Educator?”

		“Study, practice. And some practicalities. I panic-sweated my way through the first couple weeks of a public-speaking course I took in college. But it helped. And I worked as a TA for several classes, as a kind of transition. I TA’d one of Delaney’s classes our sophomore year. Ah . . .”

		He turned his cup in circles. “In case it ever comes up, I did—occasionally—ask him about you. All of you, so you weren’t singled out. ‘The Quartet’ as he called you.”

		“Still does now and then. He’s our lawyer now. The business’s.”

		“I hear he’s a good one.”

		“He is. Del set everything up—the legal stuff. When their parents died, the estate went to Parker and Del. He didn’t want to live there. He had his own place by then. Parker couldn’t have maintained it as a house, I mean just a house. Just her home. Or even if she could, I don’t think she could’ve stood it, living there alone. The big house, the memories. Not alone.”

		“No, it would be hard, and lonely. It changes that with all of you there. Living and working together.”

		“Changed everything for everyone. She had the idea for the business cooking already, had all of us talking about it. Then she went to Del about using the estate for it. He was great about that. His inheritance, too, so he took a hell of a chance on us.”

		
			“It looks like he made the right choice. According to my mother and Sherry, Vows is the place for weddings in Greenwich.”
		

		“We’ve come a long way. The first year was touch and go, and pretty scary because we’d all put our savings and whatever we could beg, borrow, or steal into it. The start-up costs, licenses, stock, equipment. The expense of turning the pool house into my place, the guest house into Emma’s. Jack did the designs for free. Jack Cooke? Do you know him? He and Del met in college.”

		“Yeah, a little. I remember they were tight.”

		“The small town that is Yale,” Mac commented. “He’s an architect. He put a lot of time into the transformation. And saved us God knows how much in fees and false starts. The second year we were barely treading water, with all of us still having to take side jobs to get by. But, by the third, we eased around the first corner. I understand working through the panic sweat to get what you want.”

		“Why wedding photography? Specifically, I mean, for you. It doesn’t feel as if it’s only because it fit the bigger picture of the partnership.”

		“No, not just that. Not even that first, I guess. I like taking photographs of people. The faces, the bodies, the expressions, the dynamics. Before we opened Vows I worked in a photography studio. You know the sort where people come for pictures of their kids, or a publicity shot. It paid the bills, but . . .”

		“Didn’t satisfy.”

		“It really didn’t. I like taking photographs of people in what I think of as moments. The defining moment? That’s the killer, that’s the top of the mountain. But there are lots of other moments. Weddings, the ritual of them and how those inside them tilt and angle the ritual to suit them personally—that’s a big moment.”

		Smiling, she lifted her cup with both hands. “Drama, pathos, theater, grief, joy, romance, passion, humor. It’s got it all. And I can give them all that through photographs. Show them  the journey of the day—and if I’m lucky, that one defining moment that lifts it out of the ordinary into the unique. Which is the really long way of saying I just like my work.”

		
			“I get that, and what you mean by the moment. The satisfaction of it. It’s like when I can see even one student’s mind open up and suck in what I’ve been trying to feed them. It makes the hours when it feels like routine all worth it.”
		

		“I probably didn’t give my teachers many of those moments. I just wanted to get through it and out where I could do what I wanted. I never saw them as creative entities. More like wardens. I was a crappy student.”

		“You were smart. Which cycles back to teenage obsession. But I’ll just say I noticed you were smart.”

		“We didn’t have any classes together. You were a couple years ahead of me, right? Oh, wait! You were student teacher in one of my English classes, weren’t you?”

		“Mr. Lowen’s fifth period American Literature. Now please forget I said that.”

		“Not a chance. Now, I’m not running away, but I have to go. I have another shoot. Your sister’s engagement portrait, in fact.”

		“I didn’t realize you were getting to that so quickly.”

		“The doctor has the evening free, so we worked it out. But I need to go, get a sense of their place and the two of them together.”

		“I’ll walk you to your car.” He took out bills, tucked the ends under the saucer of his cup.

		Before she could shrug into her jacket, he’d taken it to help her into it. He opened the door for her, stepped out with her into the breathless cold.

		“I’m a block and a half down,” she told him. “You don’t have to walk me to my car. It’s freezing out here.”

		“It’s fine. I walked from my place anyway.”

		“You walked?”

		“I don’t live that far, so I walked.”

		“Right. You like to walk. Since we are,” she said as they walked by cafes, restaurants, “I’ll mention something that got bypassed due to the path our conversation took. Dr. Maguire? You got your PhD?”

		“Last year, finally.”

		
			“Finally?”
		

		“Since it was the major focus of my life for about ten years, ‘finally’ works for me. I started thinking thesis when I was an undergraduate.” Which probably made him Mayor Nerd of Nerdville, he supposed. “Are you going to see me again? I know that was a non sequitur but it’s buzzing around in my brain. So if the answer’s no, I’d rather find out.”

		She said nothing until they’d reached the car, then studied him as she pulled out her keys. “I bet you have a pen and something to write on. I bet it’s pretty handy.”

		He reached under his coat to the inside of his tweed jacket for a small notebook and pen.

		With a nod, Mac took them, flipped to a blank page in the book. “This is my personal line, rather than my business line. Why don’t you call me?”

		“I can do that. An hour from now’s probably too soon, isn’t it?”

		She laughed, put the notebook and pen back in his hand. “You certainly boost my ego, Carter.”

		She turned to open her door, but he beat her to it. Touched and amused, she got in, let him close the door behind her. She lowered her window. “Thanks for the coffee.”

		“You’re welcome.”

		“Get out of the cold, Carter.”

		When she pulled away from the curb, he watched her car until the taillights disappeared. Then he doubled back toward  the coffee shop and walked the frigid three blocks beyond it, to home.

		
			 


		
			 


		THE BRIEF JANUARY BUSINESS LULL GAVE MAC TOO MUCH TIME on her hands. She knew she could use it to organize her files, to update her various web pages. To clean out the embarrassing mess that was her closet, or to catch up on neglected correspondence. She could use it to read a good book, or fat-ass in front of the TV and gorge on DVDs and popcorn.

		But she couldn’t settle, and so ended up plopping down on the loveseat in Parker’s office.

		“Working,” Parker said without looking up.

		“Contact the media! Parker’s working.”

		Parker continued to tap her keyboard. “After this quick break, we’re booked solid for months. Months, Mac. This is going to be our best year. Still, we’ve got two weeks wide open in August. I’m thinking about a summer’s-end package, something that appeals to the smaller wedding. The put-it-together quickly style. We could really push that when we have our open house in March if it doesn’t book before.”

		“Let’s all go out.”

		“Hmm?”

		“Let’s go out. All four of us. Emma probably has a date, but we’ll make her break it and destroy some poor guy none of us know. It’ll be fun.”

		Parker stopped typing, swiveled her chair a few inches. “Go out where?”

		“I don’t care. The movies, a club. Drinking, dancing, whoring. Hell, let’s rent a limo and go to New York and do it right.”

		“You want to rent a limo, go to New York for drinking, dancing, and whoring.”

		“Okay, we’ll skip the whoring. Let’s just get out of here, Park. Spend a night doing fun stuff.”

		“We have two full consults tomorrow, plus our individual sessions.”

		“So what?” Mac threw up her hands. “We’re young, we’re resilient. Let’s go to New York and break the hearts and balls of men we’ve never met before and will never see again.”

		“I find that idea oddly intriguing. But why? What’s up with you?”

		Mac pushed off the love seat, stalked around the room. It was such a pretty office. So Perfectly Parker, she thought. Soft, subtle color. Elegance and class polished over almost brutal efficiency.

		“I’m thinking about a guy who’s thinking about me. And thinking about him thinking about me has me all worked up. I don’t actually know if I’m thinking about him because he’s thinking about me, or if I’m thinking about him because he’s cute and funny and sweet and sexy. He wears tweed, Parker.”

		She stopped, threw her hands up again. “Grandfathers wear tweed. Old guys in old British movies wear tweed. Why do I find it sexy that he wears tweed? This is a question that haunts me.”

		“Carter Maguire.”

		
			“Yes, yes, Carter Maguire. Doctor Carter Maguire—that’s the PhD type. He drinks tea and talks about Rosalind.”
		

		“Rosalind who?”

		“That’s what I said!” Vindicated, Mac spun around. “Shakespeare’s Rosalind.”

		
			“Oh, As You Like It.”
		

		“Bitch, I should’ve known you’d know that. You should go out with him.”

		“Why would I go out with Carter? Besides the fact he’s shown no interest in me.”

		
			“Because you went to Yale. And I know damn well that doesn’t apply, but the fact that I’d say it speaks volumes. I want  to go out and get crazy. I refuse to sit around waiting for him to call. Do you know the last time I lowered myself to waiting for some guy to call me?”
		

		“Let me see, that would be about never.”

		“Exactly. I’m not doing this.”

		“How long have you waited in this case?”

		Mac glanced at her watch. “About eighteen hours. He had a crush on me in high school. What kind of man tells you that? Puts the power in your hands that way? Now I have the power and it’s scaring me. Let’s go to New York.”

		Parker swiveled back and forth in her chair. “Going to New York to drink and break the hearts of strange men will solve your current dilemma?”

		“Yes.”

		“Well, let’s go to New York.” Parker plucked up the phone. “Go get Laurel and Emma on board. I’ll handle the details.”

		“Woot!” Mac did a quick dance, rushed over to grab Parker long enough to plant a loud kiss, then raced out of the room.

		“Yeah, yeah,” Parker muttered as she speed-dialed the limo company. “We’ll see if you and your hangover dance and sing in the morning.”

		
			 


		
			 


		IN THE BACK OF THE LONG BLACK LIMO, MAC STRETCHED OUT her legs, highlighted by the short black skirt. She’d kicked off her heels at the start of the two-hour drive to Manhattan. She sipped from her second glass of the champagne Parker had stocked.

		“This is so great. I have the best friends ever.”

		“Yeah, this is a hardship.” Laurel lifted her own glass. “Riding in a limo, drinking the bubbly, heading to one of the hottest clubs in New York—thanks to Parker’s connections. The sacrifices we make for you, Mackensie.”

		“Em broke a date.”

		“I didn’t have a date,” Emma corrected. “I had a Maybe We’ll Do Something Tonight.”

		“You broke that.”

		“I did. You so owe me.”

		“And to Parker, for making it all happen. As always.” Mac toasted her friend who sat at the far side of the limo, talking to a client on her cell.

		Parker sent her friends a wave of acknowledgment as she continued to pour oil on troubled waters.

		
			“I think we’re almost there. Come on, Park, hang it up,” Mac said in a stage whisper. “We’re almost there.”
		

		“Breath, makeup, hair,” Emma announced as she flipped out a pocket mirror.

		Mini Altoids were passed, lipstick freshened. Four pairs of shoes were slipped onto four pairs of feet.

		And Parker finally hung up the phone. “God! Naomi Right’s maid of honor just found out that her boyfriend—the brother and best man of the groom—has been having an affair with his business partner. MOH is on a rampage, as one might expect, and is refusing to serve unless the cheating bastard is banned from the wedding. Bride is frantic and sides with MOH. Groom is pissed, wants to strangle cheating bastard brother, but feels unable to bar his own brother from his wedding, or replace him as best man. Bride and groom are barely speaking.”

		“The Right wedding.” Laurel narrowed her eyes. “That’s soon, isn’t it?”

		“A week from Saturday. Final guest count is one-ninety-eight. This one’s going to be a headache. I’ve calmed the bride down. Yes, she’s right to be upset, yes, she’s right to support her friend. But to remember the wedding’s about her and her fiance, and what a terrible spot the man she loves is in, through no fault of his own. I’m meeting with them both tomorrow to try to smooth it out.”

		“Cheating bastard and cheated-on MOH both attend—much less remain in the wedding party—it’s going to get ugly.”

		
			“Yes.” Parker acknowledged Mac’s observation with a sigh. “But we’ll handle it. It’s just a little bit worse, as the business partner’s on the invite list—and the cheating bastard’s insisting if she’s removed, he won’t attend.”
		

		“Well, he’s an asshole.” Laurel shrugged. “The groom needs to have a serious come-to-Jesus talk with his brother.”

		“Which is also on my list of suggestions for tomorrow’s meeting. But in more diplomatic terms.”

		“That’s tomorrow’s business. No business calls during therapeutic drinking, dancing, and heartbreaking.”

		Parker didn’t give her word on Mac’s decree, but she did tuck her phone back in her purse. “All right, girls.” She flipped her hair back. “Let’s go flaunt it.”

		They slid out of the limo, then streamed past the line of hopefuls outside the club. Parker gave her name at the door. In seconds they were inside the wall of music.

		Mac scoped it out. Two levels of booths, tables, and banquettes left room for a central dance floor. On either side, under the rainfall of colored lights, stood stainless steel bars.

		Music churned; bodies gyrated. And her mood clicked up a couple of notches.

		“I love when a plan comes together.”

		They hunted up a table first, and Mac considered it an omen of good when they scored a small banquette where they could squeeze in together.

		“Observe the species,” Mac said. “This is my first rule. Observe the plumage, the rituals before making any attempt to acclimate.”

		“Screw that, I’m going for drinks. Are we sticking with champagne?” Emma wanted to know.

		“Get a bottle,” Parker decided.

		Laurel rolled her eyes as Emma wiggled out and started toward the nearest bar. “You know she’ll get hit on a dozen times before she orders anything, and feel obliged to have actual conversations with the guys who drool on her. We’ll all die of thirst before she gets back. Parker, you should go, and put on your invisible cloak of Back Off until we’re set up here.”

		“Give her a few minutes first. How’s the fear factor, Mac?”

		“Diminishing. I can’t even imagine the undeniably cute Dr. Maguire in a place like this, can you? At a poetry reading, sure, but not here.”

		“Now, see, that’s assumption and conclusion based on profession. Like saying because I’m a baker, I must resemble the Pillsbury Doughboy.”

		“Yes, yes, it is, but it helps my cause. I don’t want to get involved with him.”

		“Because he has a PhD?”

		
			“Yes, and great eyes, a really soft blue that go all sexy when he’s wearing his glasses. And there’s the unexpected superior kisser factor, which could blind me to the basic fact that we’re not suited. Plus any relationship with him outside the most casual of friendships would be a serious relationship. What would I do about that? And he helped me on with my coat, twice.”
		

		“Dear God!” Parker widened her eyes in shock. “You have to nip this in the bud, quickly, finally. I understand it all now. Any man who would do that is . . . Words fail.”

		“Oh, shut up. I want to dance. Laurel’s going to dance with me while Parker swirls on her Back-Off cloak and rescues our champagne—and rescues Emma from her own magnetism.”

		“Apparently it’s time to acclimate,” Laurel said when Mac pulled her up and toward the dance floor.

		
			 


		
			 


		SHE DANCED, WITH HER FRIENDS, WITH MEN WHO ASKED, OR whom she asked. She drank more champagne. In the silver and  red ladies room, she rubbed her sore feet while Emma joined the army of women at the mirrors.

		“How many numbers have you collected so far?”

		Emma carefully applied fresh lip gloss. “I haven’t counted.”

		“Approximate?”

		“About ten, I guess.”

		“And how will you tell them apart later?”

		“It’s a gift.” She glanced over. “You’ve got one on the line, I noticed. The guy in the gray shirt. He’s got some moves on the floor.”

		“Mitch. Smooth on the floor, great smile. Doesn’t strike me as an asshole.”

		“There you go.”

		“I should get the tingles for Mitch,” Mac considered. “But I’m not getting them. Maybe I’ve been detingled. That would be seriously unfair.”

		“Maybe you’re not getting them for him because you’ve got them for Carter.”

		“You get the tingles for more than one guy at a time.”

		“Yes, yes, I do. But I’m me and you’re you. I figure men are there to make me tingle, and if I can do the same for them, everybody’s happy. You’re much more serious about such matters.”

		“I’m not serious. That’s a mean thing to say. I’m going out there and dancing with Mitch again, open to tingles. You’ll eat those words, Emmaline. With chocolate sauce.”

		
			It didn’t work. It should have worked, Mac thought as she settled at the bar with Mitch after another dance. The man was great-looking, funny, built, had an interesting job as a travel journalist but didn’t bore her senseless with countless stories about his adventures.
		

		He didn’t get pissy or pushy when she turned down his suggestion they go somewhere more quiet. In the end they exchanged business numbers, and parted ways.

		“Forget men.” At two A.M. Mac crawled back into the limo, and sprawled. “I came to have fun with my best pals in the land, and said mission was accomplished. God, do we have any water in here?”

		Laurel passed her a bottle, then groaned. “My feet. My feet are screaming like voices of the damned.”

		“I had the best time.” Emma slid onto the limo’s side bench and pillowed her head on her hands. “We should do this once a month.”

		
			Parker yawned, but tapped her purse. “I have two new contacts for vendors, and a potential client.”
		

		And so, Mac thought as the limo streamed north, we each define ourselves. She toed off her now very painful shoes, shut her eyes, and slept the rest of the way home.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER SIX
		

		
			[image: 008]
		

		IN THE MORNING THE SUN WAS JUST A LITTLE STRONGER THAN it needed to be, in Mac’s estimation. But otherwise, all was well.

		See, she told herself. Young and resilient.

		In her pajamas she ate a mini Hostess coffee cake with her coffee and watched the birds swoop and dive at the feeder. Ms. Cardinal enjoyed breakfast this morning, too, she noted. Along with her brightly plumed mate, and some unidentified neighbors.

		She’d need her zoom lens to get a closer look and identify them. Probably some sort of book or guide, too, as the visual wouldn’t tell her anything unless it was a robin or a blue jay.

		Catching herself, she stepped away from the window. What the hell did she care? They were just birds. She wasn’t going to sideline into nature photography or birdography.

		Annoyed with herself, she crossed into her studio to check her appointment book and her messages. She had an afternoon appointment with a former Vows bride, now an expectant  mother for pregnancy portraits. That, Mac thought, would be fun. And a nice stroke for the ego that her wedding photos had been so well received, the mom-to-be wanted this follow-up.

		It gave her the rest of the morning to complete some work already ordered, to take the meeting at the main house, and to review the client’s wedding portrait for ideas on baby-in-waiting.

		An hour or so toggled in, either side of the studio shoot for website work, she determined, and that was a good day.

		Shifting, she pressed Play on her answering machine, business line. She followed up when necessary, congratulated herself on being a good girl, then checked her personal line.

		Three messages in, she got the tingle.

		“Damn it,” she said under her breath as Carter’s voice hit her straight in the belly.

		“Ah, hi. It’s Carter. I wonder if you might want to go out to dinner, or maybe the movies. Maybe you like plays better than movies. I should’ve looked up what might be available before I called. I didn’t think of it. Or we could just have coffee again if you want to do that. Or . . . I’m not articulate on these things. I can’t use a tape recorder either. And why would you care? If you’re at all interested in any of the above, please feel free to call me. Thanks. Um. Good-bye.”

		“Damn you, Carter Maguire, for your insanely cute quotient. You should be annoying. Why aren’t I annoyed? Oh God, I’m going to call you back. I know I’m going to call you back. I’m in such trouble.”

		Calculating, she decided the odds were strong in her favor that he’d already left for work. She preferred the idea of talking to his answering machine in turn.

		
			When his clicked on she relaxed. Unlike Carter, she was articulate on answering machines. “Carter, Mac. I might like to go out to dinner, or the movies, possibly a play. I have no objection to coffee. How about Friday, as it’s not a school night? Pick the activity and let me know.
		

		“Tag, you’re it.”

		See, it doesn’t have to be serious, she reminded herself. I can set the tone. Just having some fun with a perfectly nice guy.

		Satisfied, she decided to indulge by working the first hour of her day in her pjs. Nicely on schedule, she dressed and took the consult at the main house, breezed back to her own with time to spare before her shoot.

		Her message light blinked at her.

		“Uh, it’s Carter again. Is this annoying? I hope it’s not annoying. I happened to check my messages at home on my lunch break. Actually, I made a point to check them in case you called me back. Which you did. I’m afraid I have a faculty dinner to attend Friday. I’d invite you but if you accepted and attended, you’d never go out with me again. I’d rather not risk it. If another night would do, even—ha ha—a school night, I’d like very much to take you out. If you’d like that, maybe we could do dinner and a movie. Is that too much? It’s probably too much. I’m confusing myself. I’d like to add, though it may not seem possible, I have asked women out before.

		“I guess this makes you it.”

		She grinned, as she’d grinned throughout the message. “Okay, Carter, try this one on.” She punched Call Back, waited for the beep. “Hi, Professor, guess who this is? I appreciate being shielded from the faculty dinner. Showing both good sense and chivalry has earned you points. How about Saturday night? Why don’t we start with dinner and see where it goes? You can pick me up at seven.

		“And, yes, this makes you it again to confirm.”

		In the best of moods, Mac switched on some music, dropped down at her computer. She sang along as she reviewed her upcoming client’s wedding shots. As possibilities and angles ran through her mind, she made notes. She clicked back through her files to see what equipment, what lighting, what techniques she’d used on the bridal portraits.

		Considering the client’s olive complexion, the dark hair, the deep brown, exotic eyes, Mac chose an ivory drop. And remembering the client as just a little shy, just a bit demure, Mac decided to save what she thought could be the money shot until after she’d warmed mom-to-be up a little.

		But she could prepare for it. She grabbed the phone, hitting the button for Emma as she opened the door to what she considered her prop room. “Hey, I need a bag of red rose petals. I’ve got a client coming any minute or I’d come down and steal them myself. Can you run them up here? And maybe, just in case, a couple of long-stemmed reds? They can be silk. Thanks. Bye.”

		Juiced, she checked the bright pink tackle box she used for professional makeup, then switched the music to a New-Agey CD she thought suited the shoot. She was adjusting the backlight when Emma came in.

		“You didn’t say what color red roses. It does matter, you know.”

		“Not so much for this. And I can always manipulate them in Photoshop. Besides . . .” She walked over to take the ones Emma held. “Perfect.”

		“The rose petals are real, so—”

		“I’ll charge them off. Listen, since you’re here, can you stand in? You’ve got close to the same coloring, and you’re about the same height. Here.” She pushed the roses back at Emma. “Go over there, give me a three-quarter body angle, facing the window, head turned to the camera.”

		“What’s this for?”

		“Pregnancy shoot.”

		“Oh, for Rosa.” Emma assumed the position. “Laurel did the cake for her shower last week. Don’t you love the follow-up clients? How we get to see these important scenes in their life.”

		“Yeah, I do. Light’s good, I think. For the standard shots anyway.”

		“What are you doing with the petals?”

		“They’re for later, for the real shot—after I convince Rosa to get pretty much naked.”

		“Rosa?” Emma gave an eye-rolling laugh. “Good luck with that.”

		“You know her, right? I mean before she was a client. The wedding gig came through you. Your third cousin once removed or something?”

		“My mother’s uncle’s cousin-by-marriage’s granddaughter. I think. But yeah, I know her. I know everyone, and everyone knows me.”

		Could be a stroke of luck, Mac calculated. “Can you stick around for a while? You could help put her at ease.”

		“I can give you a little time,” Emma decided after a check of her watch, “mostly because I’m dying to see how you try to get her undressed.”

		“Don’t say anything about it,” Mac said quickly when she heard the knock on the door. “I need to guide her toward it.”

		
			Mac’s first thought on opening the door was Wow! Look at the shape. And her mind shot off in various directions on how to exploit it, showcase it, intensify it as she drew Rosa inside.
		

		Having Emma there served as a plus; nobody put people at ease quicker than Emmaline.

		“Oh, Rosa, look at you!” All warmth, all welcome, Emma lifted her hands. “You’re gorgeous!”

		With a quick laugh, Rosa shook her head while Mac took her coat. “I’m enormous.”

		“Gorgeously. Oh, I bet you can’t wait. Let’s sit down for just a minute. Have you picked out names?”

		“We keep thinking we have, then change our minds.” With a little whoosh of breath, her hand on the mountain of her belly, Rosa eased into a chair. “Today it’s Catherine Grace for a girl, Lucas Anthony for a boy.”

		“Wonderful.”

		“You don’t know the sex?” Mac asked.

		“We talked ourselves out of it.”

		“I love a surprise, don’t you? And it’s exciting to have Mac photograph you now.”

		“My sister nagged me into it. I guess, at some point, I’ll appreciate looking back and seeing myself looking like I swallowed a hot air balloon.”

		“You’re beautiful,” Mac said simply. “I’m going to show you. Why don’t you stand up here so I can take some test shots? Do you want anything first? Water? Tea?”

		Rosa pulled a bottle of water out of her purse. “I drink like a camel, pee like an elephant.”

		“Bathroom’s right over there, any time you need it. And any time you just want a break, say so.”

		“Okay.” Rosa levered herself out of the chair. “Is my hair all right? This outfit? Everything?”

		She’d pulled her dark hair back in a tail—very tidy. Mac intended to fix that. She’d chosen simple black pants and a bright blue sweater that skinned over the mountain. They would, Mac thought, start there.

		“You’re fine. Just test shots. See the tape on the floor there? Stand right on the X.”

		“I can’t even see my feet.” But Rosa moved to the mark, stood stiffly while Mac checked her light meter.

		“Turn to the side, head toward me. Chin up a little, not that much. Yes, put your hands on the baby.” She glanced toward Emma.

		Picking up the signal, Emma got up to wander behind Mac. “Have you set up the nursery?”

		Emma kept Rosa talking, made her laugh and Mac took the first Polaroid. She rubbed it on her thigh to speed the developing, then, opening it, walked to Rosa. “See? You’re beautiful.”

		Rosa took the print, stared. “I may be enormous, but I sure look happy. It’s really pretty, Mac.”

		“We’re going to do even better. Let’s try a few in that same pose.”

		Warming up now, Mac noted as she chatted Rosa up along with Emma. She tossed in quick directions. Tilt your head to the right, shift your shoulders. Halfway through she handed Rosa one of Emma’s long-stems, tried shots with the flower as a prop.

		She got a full roll of what she considered very nice, very ordinary pregnant woman shots.

		“Let’s try something else. A different angle, a different top.”

		“Oh, I didn’t bring another top.”

		“I’ve got something.”

		Rosa patted her mound. “You couldn’t possibly have anything that would fit me.”

		“It’s not about fit. Trust me.” Mac pulled a plain white man’s shirt out of the prop room. “We’re going to leave it unbuttoned.”

		“But—”

		“The contrast of the sharp lines of the shirt against the round curve of your belly. Trust me. And if you don’t like the look, no harm.”

		“Oh, that’ll be fun.” Emma poured out enthusiasm. “Baby bumps are so cute.”

		“I’m at thirty-eight weeks. The bump is Mount Everest.”

		“It’s a beautiful shape,” Mac told her. “And you have great skin. The tone, the texture.”

		“It’s just us girls,” Emma reminded her. “I’d love to see how it looks. The lighting’s so pretty, so flattering.”

		“Well, maybe. But I’m just going to look fat.” Reluctantly, Rosa pulled off the sweater.

		“I want one!” Emma exclaimed, and stroked a hand lightly over the baby. “Sorry. But it’s just . . . magnetic. It’s us, you know? We’re the only ones who can do it.”

		“Celebrating the female.” Mac slipped the shirt on Rosa,  fussed with the lines, turned up the cuffs a couple of times. “Let’s let your hair down. Contrast again, and it’s more womanly. I’m going to add a little more gloss to your lips, okay? So they read a little deeper.”

		Flustered now, Mac thought as she worked. But that was all right. She could use that. “More a three-quarter angle for this, shoulder more forward. Good! Maybe cup your hands under your belly. Very pretty. I just need to adjust the light.”

		“Are you sure I don’t look stupid? Sloppy? I feel like a cow who’s gone way past milking time.”

		“Rosa.” Emma sighed. “You look sexy.”

		Mac captured the surprise, the pleasure—and finally, the pride. “Big smile, okay. Straight at me. I mean, jeez, look what you did! That’s good. Okay? Need a break?”

		“No, I’m fine. I just feel a little silly, I guess.”

		“You don’t look silly, trust me. Emma, dress the sleeve a little, right side. See where it’s—perfect,” she said when Emma stepped over and adjusted. “Now, Rosa, turn a little more toward me. Little more. There. Hands on the sides of your belly. Good.”

		
			She could see it coming together as she shot. See the moment, the magic. Nearly there, she thought. “I want you to look down, but lift your eyes—just your eyes to me. Look at the secret you have, the power. Think, for just a minute, how that secret got in there. Pow! Rosa, you’re fabulous.”
		

		“I wish I’d worn a nicer bra.”

		With that door cracked open, Mac lowered her camera. “Take it off.”

		“Mackensie!” Rosa released a horrified giggle.

		“We’re going to try a figure study. You’re going to love it.” Voice brisk, Mac gestured. “Sit down, relax, rest a minute. I need to set up.”

		“What does she mean, figure study? Is that naked?”

		“I guess we’ll find out.” Emma took Rosa’s arm. “Come on  and sit. We might as well see what she’s up to. Mac!” Emma called when the phone rang. “Should I get that?”

		
			
			“No!” Mac rushed out, carrying a low stool. “It might be . . . I’ve got this game going on.” She set her stool on the mark, began to drape it with another ivory sheet as Carter’s voice came on.
		

		“I imagine you can guess who this is. Saturday, starting with dinner and then, well . . . hmm. Seven o’clock. So that’s good. That’s great. I, ah, don’t know if there’s anything you particularly like to eat—or really hate, for that matter. You’d have mentioned if you were a vegan, right? I think you’d have brought that up. And I’m overthinking this again. So, I guess this concludes our game of tag. I’ll see you Saturday. Unless you need to call me about . . . I’m shutting up now. Bye.”

		“He sounds so cute.” Rosa turned back to where Mac refined the drape of the sheet.

		“Yes, he does.”

		“A first date?”

		“Technically the second. Or possibly, unofficially, a third. It’s very unclear. Rosa, there’s another sheet in the bathroom. I want you to go in, take your clothes off. You can wrap yourself in the sheet if you’re shy. But from what I hear labor and delivery dispenses with all modesty. So, this should be a breeze.”

		
			“I can’t do a nude, Mac. It’s just not . . . What would I do  with it?”
		

		“You can decide that after I’m done, but I promise it’s not going to be embarrassing or suggestive. It’s just the next step in the theme. It’s about what you are, Rosa, what’s inside you.”

		“I just don’t know if I can—”

		“It’s about the journey you’re on, and the knowledge of it. It’s the life, and the light in you. And the love.”

		“Oh.” Rosa’s eyes went damp as she crossed her hands over her belly. “I guess I could, at least, try it. You’ll delete the pictures if I’m not comfortable with them?”

		“Absolutely.”

		“Well, all right. I have to pee anyway.”

		“Take your time.”

		Emma waited until Rosa went inside the bathroom and shut the door. “You are good, Elliot. You are damn good.”

		“Yes, yes, I am.”

		“And a Saturday night date.”

		“Apparently. Am I out of my mind, Emma, for starting this up?”

		“It’s already started up, honey. And I’d say you’d be out of your mind not to see where it ends up. I wish I could stay and see the rest of the shoot, but I have to get back.”

		“I’ll show you the prints.”

		“Not only good, but confident. Rosa! I have to get back to work. I’ll be in touch.”

		The bathroom door opened a crack. “Do you have to? I wish you could stay just a little longer.”

		“I wish I could, too. But you’re in good hands with Mac. If I don’t see you before, have a happy, beautiful, healthy, miraculous baby.”

		Emma grabbed her coat on the fly, then mouthed “good luck” to Mac as she dashed out.

		
			 


		
			 


		AT JUST AFTER FIVE, MAC LET HERSELF INTO THE MAIN HOUSE. She wanted real food, the kind Mrs. G stashed in the freezer. She carted her laptop into the kitchen, and found Parker sitting at the counter, staring into a glass of wine.

		“Hey. Early for you to be sitting down, and/or drinking wine.”

		“I just finished with Naomi and Brent. I so earned this wine.”

		“Did you fix it?”

		
			“Of course I fixed it, but it wasn’t a snap. The bride and groom are now united in their love, commitment, and determination to have their wedding. Slut Business Partner is out. Groom will have a serious chat with Cheating Bastard Best Man, and remind him the wedding isn’t about him and this woman, but if he feels unable to stand as best man if SBP is excluded, that’s his choice. Bride will have a talk with MOH, supportive, understanding, but again firm on just whose wedding it is, and though her anger with Cheating Bastard knows no bounds, he remains her husband’s brother. Plus, she will add the incentive of a hot guy who will now attend the wedding as MOH’s date—and make the CBBM look like the idiot he is.”
		

		Parker stopped, took a breath. “I earned this wine,” she repeated.

		“Who’s the hot guy?”

		“I bribed Jack.” Parker lifted her glass and drank. “It’s costing me a case of Pinot Noir but it’s worth it.”

		“He is hot,” Mac agreed. “Well done, master.”

		“I’m exhausted. How did your shoot go?”

		“Funny you should ask. How about I show you?” She opened her laptop, and while it booted up, began to explore the freezer. “What are you having for dinner?”

		“I don’t know. It’s only five.”

		“I’m hungry. I missed lunch. Chicken pot pie. Mmmmm, chicken pot pie.” She pulled out the casserole. “Let’s have that.”

		“Fine. I want a long, hot bath first. I want to eat in my pajamas.”

		“That sounds so good. Why didn’t I think of that? Okay, check these out.”

		Working the computer, Mac brought up the photos of the first pose.

		“God, she’s really big!” Parker laughed, leaned in. “And looks so happy and staggered by it. Sweet. They’re nice, Mac.”

		“Yeah, they’re nice.” She scrolled to the second pose.

		“Okay, these are great. Sexy, female, powerful, fun. I love  them. This one, especially, where she’s got her head down and her eyes on the camera? Just a hint of witchy. The lighting really adds to it.”

		“I’m going to finesse that even more. We did one more setup.”

		Once again, Mac scrolled down, then eased back.

		Parker straightened in her chair. “My God, Mac, these are amazing. They’re . . . She looks like a Roman goddess.”

		She studied each shot as the slide show projected them. The white drapery spread from the waist, under that turgid belly, and pooling like a river scattered with deep red rose petals. And the woman, her hair tumbled over her shoulders with an arm crossed over her breasts, a hand at the peak of that pregnant mound.

		And the eyes, straight at the camera.

		“I love the curves, the folds, the lines. The light—the way it brings out her eyes. The knowledge and power in them. Did you show her any?”

		“All. She was so nervous about them I had to show her the lot, so she’d be sure I’d delete any she didn’t like.”

		“What did she think?”

		“She cried. In a good way. Must be a hormone thing. Tears just started rolling down her cheeks and scared the shit out of me. Then she said the best thing.” Mac paused, letting the memory glow inside her. “She said she was never going to think of herself as big and clumsy because she was magnificent.”

		“Oh.”

		“I know. I got teary myself. She wanted to order right then and there. I had to put her off until I tweak a little, and I want her to wait until she’s not so emotional before she picks.”

		“It’s rewarding, isn’t it, to make someone so happy, to bring that into their life by what you do? Here we are, tired and hungry, but we did damn good work today.”

		“In that case, how about lending me a pair of pajamas?”

		“Why don’t you put that in the oven on low, and we’ll both get some pajamas.”

		“Deal. I feel like a chick flick. Do you feel like a chick flick? Dinner and a movie?”

		“Sounds really good actually.”

		“Speaking of dinner and a movie, I’m doing at least the first with Carter Saturday night.”

		“I knew it.” Parker wagged a finger.

		“I’m going to keep it low-key. Sex will, potentially, be involved at some point. But low-key.”

		“Establishing limitations to the relationship prior to embarking thereon. Wise.”

		“Subtle underlayments of sarcasm can’t hide from me.” Mac shut the oven door, leaned back against it. “Yesterday was just an anomaly, a spurt of panic brought on by the lack of interesting dateage in my life recently.”

		“I’m sure you’re right.” Parker got up, draped her arm around Mac’s shoulders as they walked out of the kitchen. “Interesting dateage is in short supply around here, unless you’re Emma.”

		“You don’t make time to date.”

		“I know. It’s a conundrum. What kind of movie? Weepy or happy-ever-after?”

		“Gotta go with the HEA, especially with chicken pot pie.”

		“Good call. Why don’t we see if the others want in?”

		They started the climb to the third floor. “Hey, Parks, what’re you going to do when you’re really old and can’t trudge up all these stairs?”

		“I guess I’ll put in an elevator. I’m not giving this place up. Ever.”

		“The house or the business?”

		“Either.”

		Before they could start up the last flight, the cell phone hooked to Parker’s waistband jingled.

		“Crap.”

		“Go on up,” Parker told her. “Grab the pjs. I’ll deal with this and be right behind you.” She flipped the phone open after a quick glance at the readout. “Hi, Shannon! Are you ready for next week?” Laughing, Parker turned toward her office. “I know. It’s a thousand things. Don’t worry. We’re on top of every one.”

		Brides, Mac thought as she finished the climb. Most of them were so worried about the minutiae. If she ever got married—highly unlikely—she’d focus on the big picture.

		And leave the details to Parker.

		She stepped into Parker’s room where the duvet on the luscious four-poster was fluffed under its straw-colored cover, and the flowers were fresh and perky in their vase. No clothes strewn, no shoes kicked in corners.

		No dust, no fuss, Mac thought as she opened the drawer of the bureau where she found—as she knew she would—four pairs of pajamas neatly folded.

		“I’m tidy,” Mac muttered. “I’m just not so anal about it.”

		She took a pair into the guest bedroom, tossed them on the bed. A long, hot bath sounded too good to miss. She ran one, tossed some bath salts in. As she slid down in the hot, fragrant water, she considered their options for girl movies with happy endings.

		
			Movies, she thought—certainly about love and romance—should have happy endings. Because life, too often, didn’t. Love faded, or flipped over into loathing. Or settled somewhere in between into a kind of grinding detachment.
		

		It could snap like a dry twig, with one careless step. Then you needed a week at a spa, Mac thought sourly. That someone else paid for.

		She knew how Parker felt about the house, and the business. But to Mac’s mind, nothing lasted forever.

		Except friendship, if you were really lucky—and there, she was Lady Luck herself.

		But homes, love affairs? Different deals. And she wasn’t looking for forever there. Right now was plenty.

		A Saturday night date. A guy who interested and attracted her across the table. Yeah, that was just enough. A week from Saturday? Well, you just couldn’t tell, could you?

		That’s what photographs were for—everything changes, so you can preserve what was. Before tomorrow took it all away.

		She sank down to her chin in the water just as Laurel stepped in. “What’re you doing? Hot water out at your place?”

		“No, I’m seizing the moment, also chicken pot pie and chick flick. Want in? And I don’t mean the tub.”

		“Maybe. I just finished—for the fifth time—redesigning the Holly-Deburke wedding cake. I could use chicken pot pie.”

		“It’s warming in the oven. Emma needs a call, in case.”

		“Fine. I’ll go do that and leave you to your seizing.”

		Mac closed her eyes and sighed. Yeah, friendship. That was the one thing a woman could always count on.

		
			 


		
			 


		IN THE MORNING, STILL WEARING PARKER’S PAJAMAS, MAC LET herself into her studio. She’d woken just after dawn, curled up like a shrimp on the sofa of the sitting room, and tucked in with a cashmere throw.

		Two helpings of Mrs. G’s chicken pot pie made the idea of breakfast somewhat revolting. But coffee . . .

		Still, before she set up her morning hit, she wandered—casually—to her answering machine.

		No messages.

		Instant disappointment made her feel foolish. She hadn’t sat around waiting for him to call—again. She’d enjoyed her evening. Besides, it had been her turn to call, if she’d wanted to extend the little game.

		And besides, she was being stupid.

		She wasn’t going to think about Carter Maguire and his sexy  glasses or frumpy tweed jacket—and his amazing lips. She had coffee to brew, work to do, life to lead.

		
			 


		
			 


		“SATURDAY NIGHT DATE? OKAY, THIS IS MAJOR.”

		
			Why, Carter asked himself, why had he opened his mouth? What had made him think mentioning it would simply be a little conversation over coffee in the teachers’ lounge before classes began?
		

		“Well, I should go over the quiz I’m—”

		“Major,” Bob repeated, drilling a finger into the coffee counter to mark his point. “You need to take her flowers. Not roses. Roses are too important, too symbolic. A more casual flower, or those mixed deals.”

		“I don’t know. Maybe.” Something else to worry about now.

		“Nothing big or flashy. She’s going to want to put them in a vase, and that gives you time to go in, talk, break that ice. So make sure you make the reservations accordingly. What time are they?”

		“I haven’t made them yet.”

		“You need to get on that.” With a wise nod, Bob sipped his coffee with low-fat creamer. “Where are you taking her?”

		“I’m not entirely sure.”

		“You need a place just a click over middle range. Don’t want to go all-out first time, but you don’t want to run on the cheap either. You want atmosphere, but not stuffy. A nice established place.”

		“Bob, you’re going to give me an ulcer.”

		
			“This is all ammunition, Cart. All ammo. You want to be able to order a nice bottle of wine. Oh, and after dinner, if she says how she doesn’t want dessert, you suggest she pick one and you’ll split it. Women love that. Sharing dessert’s sexy. Do not go on and on about your job over dinner. Certain death. Get her to talk about hers, and what she likes to do. Then—”
		

		“Should I be writing this down?”

		“It wouldn’t hurt. If dinner goes to say ten, or over, you should have a second venue picked out. Music’s best. A place you can go listen to music. If it winds up earlier, you should have a movie picked out. This is assuming she isn’t sending you the ‘let’s go back to my place’ signals. In that case—”

		
			“Don’t go there, Bob. Let’s just not go there.” He thought, Literally, saved by the bell, when it rang. “I’ve got to get to my first period class.”
		

		“We’ll talk later. I’ll try to write some of this down for you.”

		“Great.” Carter made his escape, joined the flock of students and teachers in the corridor.

		He thought he might not make it to Saturday. At least not sanely.

	
		

		
			CHAPTER SEVEN
		

		
			[image: 009]
		

		HE BOUGHT FLOWERS. IT ANNOYED HIM BECAUSE HE’D INTENDED to take her flowers in the first place. But Bob’s tutorial changed the simple gesture into a complex and essential symbolic act so fraught with pitfalls, he’d decided to skip the step.

		One of her best friends was a florist, wasn’t she? Mackensie could carpet her studio with flowers if she wanted to.

		Then he worried that by not bringing the damn flowers he’d be committing some unwritten but universally known dating faux pas. In the end, he’d doubled back—he’d left plenty of time for the drive from his place to Mackensie’s. There might’ve been traffic, a five-car collision. Many casualties.

		He rushed into the supermarket, and had stood studying, debating, questioning the flowers on display until sweat beaded on his forehead.

		Bob, he assumed, would have something cutting to say about the choice of supermarket flowers. But he’d left it too late for a florist, and he could hardly rush over to Emma’s and throw himself on her mercy.

		He wished he’d just left it at coffee. They’d had a nice conversation, a pleasant time. You go your way now, I’ll go mine, and that’s that. All this was just too complicated, too intense. But he could hardly call her now, make up some excuse, even if he could successfully lie his way through it. And the chances of that were slim to none.

		People dated all the time, didn’t they? They rarely died due to the activity. He grabbed what seemed to be a colorful, casual arrangement, and stalked over to the express line.

		They were colorful, he thought with some resentment. They smelled nice. A couple of those big gerbera daisies were mixed in, and they struck him as a friendly flower. None of the dreaded roses, he mused, which, according to the Law of Bob, meant he’d basically be asking Mackensie to marry him and bear his children.

		So, they should be safe.

		Maybe they were too safe.

		The kind-eyed cashier gave him a quick smile. “Aren’t those pretty! A surprise for your wife?”

		“No. No. I don’t have a wife.”

		“Oh, for your girl then.”

		“Not exactly.” He fumbled out his wallet as she rang them up. “Just a . . . Could I just ask you if you think these are appropriate for a date? I mean to give to the woman I’m taking out to dinner.”

		“Sure they are. Most everybody likes flowers, don’t they? Especially us girls. She’s going to think you’re real sweet, and thoughtful, too.”

		“But not too . . .” Stop while you’re ahead, Carter told himself.

		She took the money, made the change. “Here you go now.” She slid the bouquet into a clear plastic bag. “You have a real good time tonight.”

		“Thank you.” More relaxed, Carter walked back to his car.  If you couldn’t trust the checker in the express line at the supermarket, who could you trust?

		He checked his watch, calculated that barring fatal collisions he was still on schedule. Though he felt foolish, he pulled the list the helpful Bob had printed out from his pocket, and carefully crossed off Buy Flowers (not roses).

		
			Following, there were several suggestions for greetings or initial conversation points such as You look beautiful, Great dress, I saw these (flowers) and thought of you.

		Carter stuffed the list back in his pocket before any of them imprinted on his brain. But not before he’d noted Bob’s decree to tune the car radio to classic lite or smooth jazz, on low volume.

		He might end up killing Bob, Carter mused.

		He drove the next few miles while obsessing about background music before snapping off the radio. The hell with it. He turned into the long, winding drive of the estate.

		“What if she’s not wearing a dress,” he muttered, as despite all efforts Bob’s list popped back into his mind. And unfortunately, his own question had the image of Mac in black pants and white bra crowding Bob out.

		
			“I don’t mean that. For God’s sake. I mean, she might be wearing something other than a dress. What do I say then: Nice pants? Outfit, outfit, great outfit. You know it’s called an outfit. Dear God, shut up.”
		

		He rounded the main house and followed the narrowing drive to Mac’s.

		The lights were on, up and down, so the entire place glowed. Through the generous windows of the first floor he could see her studio, the light stands, a dark blue curtain held up with big, silver clips. In front of the curtain stood a small table and two chairs. Wineglasses glinted on the table.

		Did that mean she wanted to have drinks first? He hadn’t allowed time for drinks. Should he move the reservation? He got  out of the car, started down her walk. Went back to the car to get the flowers he’d left on the passenger seat.

		He wished the evening was over. He really did. With a sick feeling in his gut he had to force his hand up to knock. He wanted it to be tomorrow morning, a quiet Sunday morning. He’d grade papers, read, take a walk. Get back to his comfortable routine.

		Then she opened the door.

		He didn’t know what she was wearing. All he saw was her face. It had always been her face—that smooth milk skin framed by bright, bold hair. Those witch green eyes and the unexpected charm of dimples.

		He didn’t want the evening to be over, he realized. He just wanted it to begin.

		“Hello, Carter.”

		“Hello, Mackensie.” None of Bob’s listed suggestions occurred to him. He offered the flowers. “For you.”

		“I was hoping they were. Come on in.” She closed the door behind him. “They’re so pretty. I love gerbera daisies. They’re happy. I want to put these in water. Do you want a drink?”

		“Ah . . .” He glanced over at the table. “If you’d planned to.”

		“That? No, that’s a setup from a shoot I had this afternoon.” She walked toward the kitchen, giving him a little come-ahead gesture. “Engagement shoot. They’re wine buffs. Actually, she writes for a wine-buff mag, and he’s a restaurant critic. So I got the idea of doing it as a bistro deal.” She got out a vase as she talked, and began to unwrap the flowers.

		“It’s great the way you’re able to tailor a photograph like that to the people in it. Sherry loved what you did with hers.”

		“That was easy. A couple of people madly in love snuggling on the couch.”

		“It’s only easy if you’ve got the instincts to know Sherry and Nick wouldn’t sit in a sophisticated bistro drinking wine, or sit on the floor surrounded by books—and a very big cat.

		“The Mason-Collari engagement. That ran today, didn’t it? Do you always check on the wedding and engagement section of the paper?”

		“Only since I met you again.”

		“Aren’t you the smooth one?”

		As no one had ever applied that adjective to him, he couldn’t think of anything to say.

		She set the vase in the center of her kitchen counter. “Those will perk me up in the morning, even before coffee.”

		“The cashier at the market said you’d like them. I had a small crisis; she got me through it.”

		Amusement made the dimples flicker in her cheeks. “You can always count on the cashier at the market.”

		“That’s what I thought.”

		She walked out, and over to the couch to pick up the coat draped over the arm. “I’m ready if you are.”

		“Sure.” He crossed to her to take the coat. As he helped her into it, she glanced back over her shoulder. “Every time you do this I wish I had longer hair, so you’d have to pull it out of the collar.”

		“I like your hair short. It shows off your neck. You have a very nice neck.”

		She turned, stared at him. “We’re going out to dinner.”

		“Yes. I made reservations. Seven thirty at—”

		“No, no, I mean we’re going out to dinner, so this is not to be interpreted as let’s stay in. But I think I really need to get this out of the way, so I can enjoy the meal without thinking about it.”

		She rose on her toes, linked her hands behind his head. And laid her mouth, soft and inviting, on his. The jolt of pleasure shot straight through him. He had to fight the urge to grab her as he had before, to release even a portion of that pent-up lust. He ran his hands up her body, regrettably shielded by the coat, then down it again until the jolt mellowed to a shimmer.

		She drew back, and a pretty flush warmed that milk porcelain skin. “You have a real talent for that, Professor.”

		“I spent a lot of time thinking about kissing you back—way back. I’ve recently revisited that thinking. That might be why.”

		“Or, you’re just a natural. We’d better go, or I’m going to talk myself out of dinner.”

		“I don’t expect you to—”

		“I might.”

		Because he was, again, momentarily stunned, she beat him to the door, and opened it herself.

		She filled the car. It’s how he thought of it. Her scent, her voice, her laugh. The simple reality of her. As strange as it was, his nerves calmed.

		“Do you always drive the exact speed limit?” she asked.

		“It’s irritating, isn’t it?” He glanced her way, and when he saw her eyes laughing at him, he had to grin. “If I go over by more than a couple miles an hour, I feel like a criminal. Corrine used to . . .”

		“Corrine?” she said when he trailed off.

		“Just someone I annoyed with my driving.” And everything else, apparently.

		“An old girlfriend.”

		“Nothing, really.” Why hadn’t he turned on the radio?

		“See, now it’s a mystery, and I’m more curious. I’ll tell you about one of my exes first—to prime the pump.” She turned her face to him until he could feel those green eyes laughing again. “How about the fledgling rock star, the one who resembled Jon Bon Jovi through the filter of infatuation. In looks, not talent. His name was Greg, but he liked to be called Rock. He actually did.”

		“Rock what?”

		
			“Ah, just Rock. Like Prince, or Madonna. Anyway, at twenty, he seemed incredibly hot and cool, and in my sexual delirium I spent a lot of time, talent, and money taking head shots of him  and his band, group shots, shots for their self-produced CD. I drove their van, played groupie and roadie. For over two months. Until I caught him sucking face with his bass player. A guy named Dirk.”
		

		“Oh. Well, that’s very sad.”

		“I heard the amusement in that.”

		“Not if you were really hurt.”

		
			“I was crushed. For at least five minutes. Then I was pissed for weeks. I’d been his beard, the bastard. My satisfaction comes from the fact that he now sells kitchen appliances in Stamford. Not major appliances either. I mean like blenders and toaster ovens.”
		

		“I like a good toaster oven.”

		She laughed as he turned into a parking lot. “The Willows—nice choice, Carter. The food’s always good here. Laurel worked here as pastry chef before we started Vows, and for a while after when we were getting off the ground.”

		“I didn’t know that. I haven’t been here for a couple months, but the last time I came with—”

		“Corrine.”

		“No.” He smiled a little. “With a couple of friends who set me up with a blind date. Very strange evening, but the food was, as you said, good.”

		He got out of the car, started to walk around to open her door. But she climbed out before he got there. When she held out a hand to him, casually, his heart took a quick, extra, thump.

		“Why strange?”

		“She had a voice like a violin might have made if you neglected to rosin the bow. It’s an unfair observation, but pretty accurate. Plus she’d recently gone on a no-carb, no-fat, no-salt diet. She ate an undressed salad, one leaf, one sprig, one carrot curl at a time. It was disconcerting.”

		“I eat like a horse.”

		“That’s hard to believe.”

		“You watch.”

		Just as they reached the door, it opened. The man who stepped out wore an open coat, no hat, gloves, or scarf. The wind immediately kicked the dark hair around his ridiculously handsome face. One glance at Mac had his well-cut lips curving, and his sea-at-midnight eyes lighting.

		“Hey, Macadamia.” He hoisted her up by the elbows, smacked a kiss to her lips. “Of all the gin joints in all the . . . Carter?” He dumped Mac back on her feet, shot out a friendly hand. “How the hell are you?”

		“I’m fine, Del. How are you?”

		“Good. It’s been too long. What’re you two doing here?”

		“We thought, since we’re told they have food here, we’d eat.”

		Del grinned at Mac. “That’s a plan. So you’re having dinner. Together. I didn’t realize you were an item.”

		“We’re not,” they said together. Then Carter cleared his throat.

		“We’re having dinner.”

		“Yeah, that’s been established. I had a quick business meeting over a drink, and I’m meeting some friends across town. Or I’d come in and have one with you, and cross-examine the witnesses. But, gotta go. Later.”

		Mac watched Delaney Brown jog toward the parking lot. “Who was that guy?” she asked, and made Carter laugh.

		As she slid in, Mac wondered if Carter had requested a corner booth, or if they’d just gotten lucky. It added just a hint of intimacy to play against the upscale casual tone of the restaurant. She turned down the offer of a cocktail in favor of wine with dinner, then ignoring her menu, turned to Carter.

		“So, the salad-eating squeaky violin. No follow-up?”

		“I don’t think either party was interested in one.”

		“Do you go on many blind dates?”

		“That was my first and last. You?”

		“Never. Too scary. Plus, the four of us made a pact, years ago, never to try to fix each other up. It’s worked out for the best. So, are you interested in sharing a bottle of wine, Dr. Maguire?”

		He slid the wine list toward her. “You pick.”

		“That’s brave of you.” She opened it, scanned. “I’m not a wine buff, I just take pictures of them, but they do have this Shiraz I like.”

		Even as she spoke, their server stepped to the table with a bottle of Shiraz.

		“That’s excellent service,” Mac commented.

		“Mr. Maguire? Mr. Brown phoned and would like you to have this with his compliments. Or, if it doesn’t suit, whatever bottle you’d like.”

		“Those Brown kids.” Mac shook her head. “They never miss. I’d love a glass, thanks. Okay?” she said to Carter.

		“Sure. That was awfully nice of him.”

		It was, Mac thought, as well as a subtle little wink. First chance he got, she knew, Del would be teasing her brainless.

		
			 


		
			 


		SHE DIDN’T EAT LIKE A HORSE IN CARTER’S ESTIMATION, BUT she didn’t pick her way through a lonely salad for ninety minutes either. He liked the way she gestured with her wineglass or with her fork as she talked. And the way she stabbed a bite of his sea bass from his plate to try it without asking if he minded.

		He wouldn’t have, but not asking was . . . friendlier.

		“Here, take a hunk of this steak.” She cut off a portion.

		“No, I’m fine.”

		“Do you eat red meat?”

		“Yes.”

		“Just try it. It’s like we’ve got the surf and turf thing going.”

		“All right. Do you want some of this rice?”

		
			“No. I can never figure out why anyone would. Anyway, back to the topic at hand. You actually had your English Lit class watch Clueless to evaluate the updating of Austen’s Emma.”
		

		
			“It demonstrates that literature—and storytelling—isn’t stagnant, that the themes, dynamics, even social mores of Emma  translate to the contemporary.”
		

		
			“I wished I’d had teachers like you. Did you like it? Clueless ?”
		

		“Yes. It’s clever.”

		
			“I love movies. We had a double-feature last night, but I OD’d on the pot pie and fell asleep during Music and Lyrics. Hugh Grant.” She gestured with her wineglass again. “Sense and Sensibility. Did you see it?”
		

		“I did. I thought it was a lovely and respectful adaptation. Did you read it?”

		
			“No. I know, terrible. I did read Pride and Prejudice. Loved it. I keep meaning to read it again now that I’d have Colin Firth as Mr. Darcy in my brain, so even better. What’s your favorite book-to-movie deal?”
		

		
			“Personal favorite? Mockingbird.”
		

		“Oh, Gregory Peck. I read the book,” she added. “It’s great, but oh, Gregory Peck. Atticus Finch. The perfect father. That scene at the very end, where she’s—what’s her name?”

		“Scout.”

		“Yeah, where she’s narrating and you see him through the window, sitting beside his son’s bed. It kills me. It’s so beautiful. When I watched it as a kid, I used to imagine Atticus was my father. Or Gregory Peck—either one would do. He’d be there, when you woke up in the morning. I guess I’ve never gotten over that. Pitiful.”

		“I don’t think so. I don’t know what it’s like, growing up without a father. You don’t see yours often?”

		“No, hardly ever. When I do—every few years—he’s enormously charming, very affectionate. I end up getting sucked in, then bruised when he goes off and ignores me immediately after. He’s an in-the-moment sort of person. If you’re not in that moment with him, you don’t exist.”

		“It hurts you.”

		“Yes, it does. Over and over. And that’s too depressing a topic for this really nice dinner. Give me one more. Another adaptation you like.”

		
			He wanted to stroke her hair, to put an arm around her. But that wasn’t the comfort she wanted. He circled through his brain. “Stand by Me.”
		

		She frowned, obviously trying to place it. “I don’t know that one. Who wrote it? Steinbeck? Fitzgerald? Yeats?”

		
			“Stephen King. It’s based on his novella The Body.”
		

		“Seriously? You read King? He scares the crap out of me, but I can’t resist it. Wait! That’s the one with the kids, the boys hiking to look for somebody, some dead guy, who maybe got hit by a train? I’m remembering this. Kiefer Sutherland plays a complete asshole hood. He was great.”

		“It’s about friendship and loyalty. Coming of age, standing together.”

		“You’re right,” she said, studying his face. “It is. I bet you’re a really amazing teacher.”

		“Some days.”

		She nudged her plate aside, then leaned back with her wine. “What do you do when you’re not teaching, reading, or watching movies based on novels or novellas?”

		“That’s a lot right there.”

		“Golf, rock climbing, stamp collecting?”

		He smiled, shook his head. “No.”

		“International intrigue, watercolors, duck hunting?”

		“I had to give up the international intrigue due to travel fatigue. I’m pretty boring.”

		“No, you’re not. And believe me I keep expecting you to be.”

		“Ah . . . thank you?”

		She leaned forward to poke a finger in his arm, leaned back again. “All right, Carter, now that you’ve indulged in—good God—nearly three-quarters of a single glass of wine—”

		“I’m driving.”

		“At the speed limit,” she agreed. “It’s time to tell me about Corrine.”

		“Oh, well, there’s really nothing to tell.”

		She saw it, just a flicker of it in his eyes. “She hurt you. I’m sorry. I’m insensitive and pushy.”

		“No, you’re not. And I keep expecting you to be.”

		She smiled. “Look how cute you are in your smarty-pants. Now why don’t you order dessert, so I can pretend to be self-righteous and not—then eat half of yours?”

		They lingered. She’d forgotten what it was like to have a meal with a man she could have long, twisty conversation with. One who listened, who paid attention—whether or not he was thinking about the possible bonus round at the end of the evening.

		He made her think, she realized. And entertained her. And damn it, the man was charming, in such a low-key, unstudied way.

		Plus, when he’d put his glasses on to read the menu, it just set her juices on simmer.

		“Do you want to go somewhere else?” he asked her when they walked back to the car. “It’s probably too late for a movie. A club?”

		“I clubbed out with the pals the other night.” Another time though, she thought. It occurred to her she might’ve been very wrong in assuming Carter Maguire wouldn’t fit in the club scene. “I should get back. I’ve put in a few long ones this week, and I have work to catch up on tomorrow.”

		He opened her door. “Are you going to see me again?”

		It gave her a little jump in the belly that he’d ask, and just  that way. Giving her the power, she thought. Terrifying. “I’m thinking about it.”

		“Okay.”

		When he’d joined her, started the car, she angled toward him. “Top five reasons you want to see me again.”

		“Do they have to be in order of priority?”

		
			Damn it, damn it, she really liked him. “No. Just quick, top of your head answers.”
		

		“Okay. I like the way you talk. I like the way you look. I want to know more about you. I want to sleep with you. And when I’m with you, I feel.”

		“Feel what?”

		“Just feel.”

		“Those are good answers,” she said after a moment. “Really good answers.”

		“Are you going to give me your five?”

		“I’m still working on them. But in the interest of full disclosure, you should know I’m good on a date, but tend to grade lower on relationships.”

		“I don’t see that. How can you when you’ve had lifelong relationships with your three friends? Layers of relationships with them.”

		“I don’t have sex with them.”

		“That’s an interesting disclaimer, but intimacy’s only a part of relationships that go beyond friendship. It doesn’t define them.”

		“Come on, Carter, sex is a whopper. Not to mention the work and effort that goes into maintaining a relationship that includes it. But just to focus on sex for a minute.”

		“I’m not sure that’s smart when I’m driving.”

		“What if we hit that level, and it’s a bust? What then?”

		“Well, I’d first apply the basic rule. Most things improve with practice. I’d be willing to practice quite a bit.”

		“Cute. But if it isn’t a bust, that’s when things start getting complicated.”

		He glanced at her. “Do you always borrow trouble?”

		
			“Yes, in this area, I do. I haven’t stayed friendly with any of my exes. I don’t mean it’s all ‘I hate his guts and wish he’d die a lingering death, or at least be doomed to selling toaster ovens for all eternity.’ But after it’s done, we just stop connecting. And I like you.”
		

		
			He drove for a while in silence. “Let me sum up. You like me, and feel if we have sex and it’s not good, we won’t like each other. If it is good, we’ll complicate things and end up not liking each other.”
		

		“It sounds stupid when you say it.”

		“Food for thought.”

		She muffled a snort of laughter. “You’re a smart-ass, Carter. You’re subtle and sneaky about it, but you’re a smart-ass. I like that, too.”

		“I like that you’re not particularly subtle about it. So I guess this relationship is doomed.”

		She slid him a damning glance, but her lips twitched. When he parked in front of her studio, he smiled at her. “You keep my mind engaged, Mackensie. When I’m with you, and when I’m not.”

		He got out of the car, walked her to the door. “If I called you tomorrow, would that be pushy?”

		“No.” She kept her eyes on his as she reached in her bag for her keys. “I’m thinking about asking you in.”

		“But—”

		
			“Hey. I’m supposed to be the one who says but.”
		

		“And you’re free to expand on that. But it’s not a good idea. Yet. Because when, if,” he corrected, “we go to bed, it shouldn’t be to prove a point or answer a question. I think it just has to be because we want each other.”

		“You’re a rational man, Carter. I think you’d better kiss me good night.”

		He leaned in, and he framed her face with his hands. Long  fingers, she thought, cool against her skin. Eyes soft in color, intense in expression holding hers. A moment, another, so that her heart already raced before his lips brushed hers.

		Gentle, easy, so that her racing heart sighed.

		As her skin, her blood warmed, he drew her closer and deepened, deepened the kiss, a whisper at a time until everything blurred.

		She went pliant, and the long, low sigh she made was surrender. He wanted to touch her, to feel those lovely breasts in his hands, to stroke his fingers down the length of her back, to know the thrill of having her legs locked around him.

		He wanted more than a rational man could.

		He stepped back, contenting himself with a brush of his thumb over her bottom lip.

		“This could be a mistake,” she said. Letting herself in, quickly, she leaned back against the door. And she wondered if the mistake was not asking him in, or knowing that she would before much longer.
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