Ryan Barlow pulled the same turn to St. Elizabeth’s church lot for a smoke break on his way home. He drove down the winding blacktop road and stopped halfway between the frontage street and the church parking lot. The location marked his haven for a smoke break, and now he had a two-month old Toyota with all the bells and whistles. He didn’t care about the last beater he owned, a deathly old Suzuki Samurai that came with a windup key and three tires in the grave. No, this vehicle was a source of pride, a technological marvel. It talked to him. It wished him a good morning. Not like some other bitch he knew. Dear Lord, I didn’t mean that!
He strolled toward his favorite oak tree, the one that had the largest trunk and thickest boughs. He could stand in the cooling shade, the canopy overhead wiping out all but a few slivers of sunlight. He arrived at his usual spot next to the trunk, pulled out his pack and lit up one. He looked down and noticed a pile of dirty butts he had dropped in the past, too close to the tree to be chopped up by the church’s huge riding mower. 
Ryan brought his eyes around to the church between the trees. The parking lot was filled with expensive late-model cars and SUVs. There was no service on Saturday. But there was definitely an activity going on. 
Something hit his shoulder. Dust specks fell in front of his eyes. Now there was a tap on his head. A piece of bark hit the grass. He looked up expecting to see a squirrel, but then furrowed his brows and stepped backward. 
[bookmark: _Hlk518649936]A female crouched on a thick branch ten feet up from the ground. She was wearing a fluffy bridal dress. A long bridal train was tied in a knot around her neck. Her face looked elfish, framed by short, black, pixie-cut hair that sported purple ribbons. 
Ryan flicked his cigarette away. “What in the fuc…damnation are you doing up there?”
“You’ve got to help me,” the bride said, nearly losing her balance, and sending down a shower of bark bits and wood dust.
“Climb down out of there. Are you trying to kill yourself?” He looked around, expecting to see someone catching him talking to a bride in a tree.
“I can’t get down,” she said, “It’s too hard with all this on. Help me.”
“How’d you get up there?”
“I climbed—shimmied.”
“Then climb-shimmy back down.” He couldn’t believe he was having this conversation. He wondered if he was the target of some hidden camera. 
“Do you have car?” she asked as she looked through the tree limbs. 
“Yeah, what about it?”
“Okay, good. You’ve got to get me off the property.”
The bride turned, dropped her train, and hugged the trunk. She bowed her legs; her heels pressed into the bark. She began a slow duck walk down.
Ryan had the good grace to avert his eyes—his vision offered a straight shot up her wedding dress. He glanced up, giving in to the curious spectacle. Of all things, she wore a racy purple thong.
Ryan heard an “Ohhh!” and saw her falling backward. He threw his arms up, fashioning a cradle. He braced his legs for the impact. When he caught her, it was like a small child had alighted in his arms. He caught a glimpse of her and saw a beautiful face that was screwed up and flushed pink. She looked very young, which made him feel like a pervert for checking her out. She kicked and wiggled out of his arms, pulled her train up and ran for his car. 
“Wait just a damn…” He ran after her. She threw open the rear passenger door of his car, slid in, then slammed the door shut before he caught her. He looked in and saw her crouched low, knees on the floorboard, the dress billowing up like the petals of a huge white flower. His first instinct was to drag her out by her heels. 
“Get out!” he said.
“I can’t. They’ll see me.”
Something clicked in his mind—the realization that this escapee bride could be in trouble or even danger. Still, he couldn’t understand why it was any of his business. 
Ryan cornered his car, hopped in, and started the engine. He pulled a U-turn and drove up the church driveway to the frontage road, made a left and sped up. You’ve got me so God-damned rattled I forgot my seatbelt. Where did my pack of smokes go? He wanted to ask the obvious, like what are you doing in my car? But he wasn’t completely daft.
“You’re a runaway bride,” he said over his shoulder and made a hard left.
“I’m not admitting anything,” she said.
“You’ll tell me the truth, or I’ll take you to the police station.”
“No. Don’t do that. Just take me to your place. I need to make plans, and I’ll explain there. Then I’ll leave. I promise.”
Lord and Master of the universe, why me? I only went to check in on my wife and shop for food. I just had a routine cigarette break. Then a little bird falls into my arms from out of a tree next to a church. She forces her way into my car and wants me to take her to my place.
Ryan made an abrupt course change from his normal route home. He pulled onto the town’s Main Street and pulled up along the curve of the Sunrise Beach Police Department. He got out and marched around to the passenger door, flipped it open and grabbed the bride’s legs. He pulled. She latched onto the opposite door rest.
“You’re leaving right now,” said Ryan under his breath. “Leggo that door!”
She mule kicked him in the face. “Help. Help me! He’s trying to rape me!”
“Jesus Christ, shut up!” Ryan refastened his grip, pulled and tore off one of her white nylons. He gave a frantic backward glance, expecting to see a cop converge on him at any moment. Seeing no one alerted to the struggle, he tried to drag her out again. 
“I’ve been kidnapped!” shouted the woman.
“Okay, okay. You win!”
Ryan slammed the door and got behind the driver’s seat. He took off slowly, glancing in the rearview mirror. All he could see was the fluffy dress obscuring most of the rear view. “Get that dress down,” he told her. “And that was a dirty trick.”
“Your trick was dirtier.”
“Settle down, and I’ll take you home. What the hell’s your name anyway?”
“What’s yours?”
“I’m the one asking the questions here. I’m the idiot chauffer.” 
“Candice Sabbella. Now what’s yours?”
“Ryan Barlow. At least that’s a start. It looks like you bugged out from your wedding. What the hell happened?”
“I’ll tell you later. It’s complicated.”
It’s always complicated. There are always strings, conditions, if, ands and buts. The stories might have different twists, but they all come out the same—trouble. She’s a feisty little thing. The roles should have been reversed; the groom should have slipped out the back door. Which means that the groom is made of some stern stuff if he can tolerate the likes of Candace Sabbella.
Ryan spoke over his shoulder. “What kind of name is Sabbella?” How do you make conversation with a bride in your backseat? “Are you Mexican or something?”
“Sabbella is Italian—tribal. My other half is Native American—Abenaki.”
“Tribal…okay, whatever that means.”
Candice sneezed, then sucked a breath. “Your car has that new car smell. Is it naugahyde or vinyl?”
“What difference does it make? It was a custom option—Corinthian leather.”
“Oh, whoop dee doo. It’s Corinthian leather.”
“Where’s your house, smart ass?”  
Ryan felt the pulse buck in his neck. He made two right turns, ending up on a beach road. He slowed down for cross foot-traffic—people carrying inner tubes and surfboards. He would be home any minute now, and maybe the nightmare would ease up. Or could it get worse?
He heard his back window go down and then felt a body movement. “What are you doing back there?”
“I just heaved the crown and veil.”
“Now that was real smart. How old are you anyway?” He had his house in sight. It stuck out like a pencil in a stack of toothpicks. 
“I’m twenty-seven.”
“Give me a break. You look like a teenager.”
“I’ll bet you weren’t thinking that when you looked up my dress.”
Dear God in heaven, hallowed be thy name. She had him there. He couldn’t deny it, but how could he have caught her so quickly if his eyes had been somewhere else? So she was a woman. He relived the vision of the purple thong but felt a bit guilty about it. Not too much. But enough!
Ryan slowed and made the gentle arc up and into his driveway. He pulled the remote out of the dash saddle and poised a finger over the garage door opener.
“If we’re home, don’t let anybody see me like this,” she said. “Take me into the garage and pull the door down.”
He didn’t answer. The garage door opened, and he slid the Toyota inside. He got out and opened up the left rear passenger door, since her head faced that way. She looked up at him with an ‘are we safe?’ expression. He nodded. She grabbed her high heels and crawled out. It was then he noticed just how petite she was. Candice couldn’t have been much taller than five-three or five-four and about a hundred and ten pounds. He stared at her chest, which was cinched up tight in some type of corset arrangement that looked like a medieval torture device. The gown looked very expensive, more costly than what his wife had bought on their wedding day. Tiny crystal beads decorated her gown. Some other material looked like satin.  
She blew her bangs upward. “I know. Itty bitty tittee committee. But it’s the corset smashing everything in.”
He wasn’t even about to field that one. After he pulled his grocery bag out of the trunk, he let her pass him, which was a mistake, because he had to reach around her to unlock the kitchen door. Her hair smelled like flowers or fruit juice, he couldn’t decide which. He’d had trouble identifying his wife’s scent the day of their wedding. She’d told him it was Taboo. How fitting that such a label was applied to their broken marriage. 
Once inside the kitchen, Ryan set the grocery bag on the counter. Candice dropped her shoes and stared across the dining room and into the sunken living room. She looked out the rear glass slider, which revealed an enclosed backyard. He watched her walk over the tiled floor, drinking in the sights. She looked up at the thick rafters in the high ceiling.
“It looks new, but it smells funky old. What kind of a beach house is this? I’m sorry. Where are my manners? It’s nice to meet you, Ryan Barlow. I appreciate what you’ve done for me. I’m sorry I got you into this.” She rose up on her tiptoes. “Your eyes remind me of the sky—very blue with some grayish clouds, and you’ve got to be standing six-two or more.”
The words caught in his throat for a moment, and then he managed, “Yeah, great.” He didn’t know what to do with her. “Look, you might be in the mood for some coffee or something to eat, but I think a couple of straight shots are in order, so you can spill your guts or have a good cry. Maybe both. Then we can get you out of here.” He didn’t mean to sound so blunt and unaccommodating, but the situation dictated it.
She looked around. “Do you live here alone? I don’t want to get you in trouble. I know I should have thought of that.”
“I’m alone now. We can talk about that later. Your poison? Or do you even drink?”
“Make it a double tanqueray gin with a lime twist. I’m no prude.”
He almost laughed out loud while heading to the liquor cabinet. He poured himself a glass of straight tequila and made her a double in a rock glass. He offered her a seat on his button-tuck leather sofa. Before she sat down, she crossed the floor and pulled the living room drapes closed. When she returned, she sat down, took a healthy pull of her drink and made a face. 
Ryan looked at the drapes. “So you don’t want to be found.”
“I’ve got to stay low and off the streets. My life depends on it.” 
A life always depends on it. “Okay, I get that part of it. How did you think you were going to hide from a search party while you were up in that tree?” He figured he’d start with the basics. He had to test her sanity.
“I didn’t want to run all the way out to the highway looking like this. I thought if I stayed in the tree until dark, I could get away easier. Nobody would think about searching the trees. I was going to wait it out. Besides, I went out the ladies’ second story bathroom window and down a drain pipe. I thought I would only have time enough to make it a little way before I had to duck for cover.”
That part of her story made sense, in a twisted sort of way. The next question had everything to do with her skipping out on her wedding.
Ryan took a sip of his drink and cleared his throat. “There had to be a reason for you running away. I’m thinking that you paired up with the wrong guy and changed your mind at the last minute. Nothing else makes sense.”
Candice pulled her full-length gloves off and slapped them over the armrest. “That’s about the size of it.”
“Aren’t you sure? Why didn’t you just tell this guy to piss up a rope and end the engagement before it came down to walking the aisle?”
She gave him a stern look. “You don’t tell this guy what to do. He runs a syndicate. He’s a major boss. He makes his own laws. He has people murdered, and he’s a thief and a braggart.”
Ryan didn’t flinch or make any outward expression of fear. “Okay, so he’s carrying a lot of nasty baggage.”
“He’s got more nasty baggage…” She rolled her eyes. “…than a Carnival Cruise ship.”
“Okay, it’s over then. You’re safe for now until I figure out what to do with you.”
“It won’t be over until he finds me, and he won’t stop until he does.”
Ryan sloshed his drink down his shirt. Oh no, you don’t. You’re headin’ on out of here. 
She stood up abruptly and set her drink down. When she turned her back on him, she said, “I can’t breathe. Get me out of this.”
Ryan looked at her back. “Now how am I supposed to do that?”
“See those things that look like bodice stitches? Unlace them all.”
“Uh, no. Not here. We’ll do it in the bedroom. Besides, you don’t have anything to wear. My wife left some clothes that might fit you.”
“Then you’re happily married?”
“Well, kind of. More married than not, I guess. It’s okay for now. She left me. Temporarily.”
Candace turned around. “Looks like we’re in the same boat. Lead the way before I suffocate.”
“Follow me.” He started up the stairs. She followed, holding her bridal train. He couldn’t hear her footfalls behind him. But he heard her voice.
“You have great butt for a tall guy.” 

