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Blurb

Failed actress Winn Busby is at the end of her rope. With no money and no prospects, she accepts the one job she never thought she’d see on her résumé. Professional bridesmaid. It should be easy. If only the idea of weddings and vows didn't give Winn a case of the hives. Her role becomes more challenging when she's told a reporter will shadow her work for a men's magazine article.

Working for
Player
Magazine
is Patrick Lincoln's worst nightmare. A former political journalist, he used to write thoughtful columns for one of Toronto's most respected papers. That is, until he was blackballed for allegedly sleeping with the boss's wife. Overnight, Patrick becomes the city's most reviled bad boy. And now he's forced to write a seedy expose on, of all things, a bridesmaid.

Patrick begrudgingly accompanies Winn to a series of strange weddings. As they are forced to work together, he learns there is more to the stand-in bridesmaid than puffy dresses and pretty speeches. She, in turn, begins to question whether or not Patrick actually deserves the derision of his peers. As much as they fight their attraction, it begins to threaten their work and their sanity.

For so long, Winn has felt second-best. A stand-in. She finally meets a man who believes in her value. But can she let go of the past and accept him?

Dedication

I’d like to dedicate this book to Parker Kincade, Selena Robins and Cameron Lincoln, talented authors whose works have truly inspired me this year.
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Chapter 1

“You’re done, Miss Busby.”

The words of the producer echoed in Winifred’s head as she headed toward the pub to meet her sister.

You’re done
. With two simple words, the producers of
Stripper: The Musical
had ended her career in theater. In all her years of tryouts, she didn’t think she’d ever endured such a demeaning audition. Of course, she had been the hundred and twenty-fifth person to perform that day, or so it seemed. After hours in the waiting area, herded with the other women like cattle, the walls of her throat had felt thick and parched and her knees creaked from sitting on a lumpy chair for so long. And the whole time, the horrible sense of impending doom had lashed at her, like a crazed torturer at flogging practice.

She couldn’t help wondering if this was what cows felt like before the slaughter.

And yet, despite dreary surroundings and scads of competition, she’d done her best. She’d had no choice. She needed this job. She’d been turned away from too many. Her confidence had taken so many hits she doubted its existence anymore.

Dazed, she approached the Hop and Cock pub. Her sister Enid was already waiting for her on the patio. Winn glanced at the painted picture of the tipsy rooster over the door and decided she ought to get just as sloshed. She headed toward the patio gate and raised a limp hand at her sister. The waitress, recognizing Winn as a regular, unlatched the gate and ushered her inside.

She approached Enid’s table and cocked an eyebrow at the Guinness already waiting for her. “Did you assume I’d need cheering up?”

Enid stood and kissed her on the cheek, somehow knowing and understanding. “No. I just know you like your booze.” She sat back down. “Well? Are you going to be a big star, or do I need to get out my voodoo dolls?”

Winn plunked herself into the chair, put her elbows on the table, and rested her chin in her hand, deadpanning, “They passed on my considerable talents. I never even made it as far as the soft-shoe portion of the act.”

She winced. “I’m sorry, Winifred.”

In spite of the ill humor that had plagued her from the audition, into the Toronto subway, and all the way across downtown to the pub, Winn smiled. “Do you have to call me that?”

“Hell, yes. It’s not fair we were named after our great-aunts and you got the better name. At least you can shorten Winifred to Winn.” She pointed a finger at her nose. “Listen, no matter how shitty your day is, kiddo, I’m still and always will be Enid.” She picked up her glass and slurped her Guinness to emphasize her point.

Leave it to her sister to find a way to make her laugh when all she wanted to do was cry. Winn gave her the side eye, appraising her seventh new look that month. “You look good. I like the hair.”

Enid ran her fingers, nails gleaming with her favorite Essie Licorice polish, through her bottle-ebony locks. Not only had she dyed it again, she’d lopped it all off and sported a new cropped ’do. It suited her pixie face. Enid, despite the unfortunate moniker, had always been the more delicate-looking sister. Winn, with her strong features, needed her blonde bob to give her a dash of femininity. “Thanks. You know I’ve always been a closet brunette.”

“Don’t tell Mom. I can hear her now. ‘Enid, your hair will fall out.’ She’ll have a fit you’ve dyed it again.”

Her sister’s eyebrow furrowed. “Mom’s always having a fit. My hair is the least of her issues.” She let out a sigh. “So, do you wanna talk about the audition? Seriously, I am only too happy to take a hit out on the producer.”

“Your idea is tempting. Those people were horrible. They made my driving examiner look as jolly as Santa.”

“Yikes. I don’t know how you do it, Winn.”

“The theater is my life.”

“Okay, but
Stripper: The Musical
?”

“Look, I realize it’s not
Les Misérables
, but it could have been mine.” Images from the audition swirled through her brain. The way she’d tried to discreetly wipe the nervous sweat from her upper lip. The sneer she’d received after announcing she’d sing “I Feel Pretty” from
West Side Story
. And the way the producer had tossed her smiling head shot into the pile of reject photos.

Damn. Why had she chosen that stupid song? Even as she’d smiled and crinkled her eyes with fake happiness, she knew it would appear forced. After all, Winn didn’t believe in romantic love, not anymore. Not after seeing the travesty of her parents’ marriage. Not after witnessing the shame of her former best friend.

And especially not after the way Mike treated her.

Love was a farce, plain and simple. She was pretty sure it was invented by the greeting-card industry.

And sure enough, even as she’d launched into the first optimistic notes of the song, her throat had seized and cracked.
Come on
, she’d urged herself.
Show them you’re pretty and witty and gay. Don’t show them you’re a cynic. Shoot. I hate this song. I should have chosen something from
Sweeney Todd.

She stared into her pint and her frustration hit home, churning in her stomach. “Enid, I’ve wasted my life and I have nothing to show for it.”

“Don’t say that. You’re a wonderful singer and actor.”

“It doesn’t matter. There’s always someone better out there. Someone younger and prettier.” She scratched her neck, feeling extra sticky in the hot Toronto summer. “I knew this gig was a long shot. All of them are. Even still, I was sort of counting on getting this one. I’m getting too old to play teenage girls, and it’s impossible to get a role for a mature woman unless you’re Meryl Streep. My funds are depleted, and I’m pretty sure my landlord has accepted the last of my many rent excuses. He’s so going to kick me out.”

“You could live with me.”

“Thanks, but I can’t do that. Your apartment is tinier than mine. It wouldn’t be fair. Besides, you’d keep me awake when all your boy toys come to visit.”

“Don’t hate me because I have a harem. My men are adorable and they’d be lost without me.” She considered. “What about Mom?”

“Ugh. I can’t go back home with Mom. That woman is a cyclone of negativity.”

Enid wrinkled her nose. “Well, you know Dad would take you in if you had to give up your apartment.”

“Are you kidding? I would sooner stay in a pit of vipers. Oh, hang on. Same thing.”

“Just saying.”

“No. I’ll just have to go back to my old job, beg them to take me, even if only for a few extra hours.”

Her sister shook her head. “You can’t go back to that place. Not with Pervy Phil breathing down your neck.”

For the past few months, Winn had endured working retail in a mall sportswear shop for a supervisor who had no problem sexually harassing her on a daily basis. She’d liked the job because the shift flexibility allowed her to go to auditions, but Pervy Phil had been a little hard to take. “Well, then I suppose I go to McDonald’s. With a degree in theater, who else is going to take me?” Curse her inability to see into the future when she chose her university major. Theater. She should have tried computer programming or funeral directing. No shortage of jobs there. “Maybe I should see if Sandy Lane will take me on full-time, you know, with payment in something other than cookies.”

“Don’t you think you spend too much time there? You’re going to age prematurely.”

She waved off the comment. She’d been volunteering at their grandfather’s assisted living facility for a while, singing and performing show tunes for the old-timers. When the manager had learned of her theater background, he’d suggested Winn could involve the pensioners in small-scale productions of Broadway musicals for their entertainment and enrichment. Her volunteer role had turned into a surprise part-time job. It might not pay much, and she might need to pilfer sheet music here and there because she couldn’t afford to pay for it, but it was something.

It had all seemed so easy. Use her theatrical knowledge to bring some excitement into the lives of appreciative people. And at the same time, she’d be able to keep an eye on Grandpa. God only knew her mom and dad didn’t visit him much anymore, too taken by their own grievances and squabbles. Grandpa Ernie really only had her and her sister for company. Besides, if someone didn’t look out for him, he’d proposition every female at Sandy Lane, the old rascal.

“Nah,” she replied. “I spend a couple of afternoons there a week, teaching the old folks how to sing show tunes. Grandpa loves the company and showing off his granddaughter, and it gives me a chance to perform for an audience who actually appreciates it.” She pulled a face. “Except for Mr. Singh. He blew a raspberry at me last week when I performed one of the solos from
Miss Saigon
. Too political, I suppose. Oh, and Mrs. Dooley and Mrs. Fletcher are up in arms again. Since I decided to mount my small-scale production of
The Phantom of the Opera
, they’re fighting over who gets to play Christine.”

Enid pulled a face.

“At least Gramps distracts the womenfolk by hitting on them.”

“See? Mom and Dad should be spending more time with Gramps.”

“Right. They’ll have to dig their heads out of their own navels for that.” She sighed. “No, I just need to find a real job and give up theater. Something that will allow me to earn a proper paycheck, volunteer at Grandpa’s place, and not lose what’s left of my self-esteem. It has to exist out there somewhere, right?”

Enid reached into her purse and produced a newspaper. “Actually, I saw something that might interest you.” She opened up the paper to the want ads and Winn glimpsed a red circle around one of the job ads. Enid stared at her for a second and then folded up the paper again. “Actually, I’m not sure it’s right for you. Forget I said anything.”

Winn grabbed the newspaper before she could shove it into her bag. “What is it? Come on. I’m desperate. I’m about to sacrifice myself to Pervy Phil.” She flipped through the paper, looking for the red circle.

“Well, bear in mind I circled the ad after half a Guinness. It may have affected my good sense.”

Winn found the page and perused the ad. Her eyes widened with each sentence she read. When she finished, she looked at her sister. “Is this for real?”
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