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   SWEET, BUT SEXY BOXED SET
 
   Where sweet can still be sexy!
 
    
 
   Turquoise Morning Press presents eight sweet contemporary romance stories that will convince you that sweet, can still be sexy! We’ve selected sweet and “sweeter” stories from some of our most popular romance authors to showcase in this set—stories that will take you from the beach to Christmas, from small town to big city, from keeping secrets to building dreams.
 
    
 
   After all, sweet and sexy romance, comes in all shapes and sizes, right? The stories in this collection include:
 
    
 
   Blue Bottle Beach by Amie Denman—Mitchell finds Jackie irresistible as he romances her on Blue Bottle Beach, but he has no idea she should be in her cubicle in Chicago balancing the sheets for one of his many companies. Amie is an Amazon bestselling author (Unforgettable Heroes).
 
    
 
   All That’s Unspoken by Constance Phillips—The only thing standing in Nate’s way is Hailey, the woman who left him eight years ago without even saying goodbye. Constance is a TMP 2013 Reader’s Choice Award nominee (All That’s Unspoken).
 
    
 
   Crossroads by Janet Eaves—Desperation has a way of changing everything…. Janet is an Amazon bestselling author (Love in a Small Town, Unforgettable Heroes).
 
    
 
   Secrets by Jan Scarbrough—How was she going to keep her secret? It had been with her like a living thing for twenty-one years. Jan is an Amazon bestselling author (Love in a Small Town)
 
    
 
   My Brother’s Wedding by Jennifer Anderson—Allison Daughtry is catapulted into a past life when she returns to her childhood home to attend her brother’s wedding. My Brother’s Wedding received a StoryFinds.com cover award.
 
    
 
   Double Dog Dare by Jennifer Johnson—When Cheris McDowell wakes up in a hotel room next to the husband she doesn’t remember meeting, she decides the only practical solution is a quiet divorce. Jennifer is an Amazon bestselling author (Unforgettable Heroes).
 
    
 
   Hard Candy Kisses by Maddie James—New Year’s Eve is just around the corner and Patti Jo Baker has tried every trick in the book to land a date for the annual New Year’s Eve Bash at The Lodge. Maddie James is an Amazon bestselling author (Love in a Small Town, Falling for Grace, The Heartbreaker, and more).
 
    
 
   Building a Dream by Magdalena Scott—Chloe McClain is an artist, so she’s used to creating something from nothing. This time, though, the project is bigger than her usual canvas. Magdalena is an Amazon bestselling author (Love in a Small Town, Unforgettable Heroes).
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   BLUE BOTTLE BEACH
 
   Amie Denman
 
    
 
   There’s no better place for a bachelorette party than Key West, Florida. Jackie and her accountant friends call in sick and escape wintry Chicago to celebrate in the sunshine, but an unexpected twist breaks up the party. On her own for a weekend in America’s least inhibited city, Jackie meets a man who makes her heart do a tropical dance. Mitchell is handsome, charming, and knows just where to touch her. If he looks a little familiar, the thought is quickly lost on the hot sands.
 
    
 
   Mitchell finds Jackie equally irresistible as he romances her on Blue Bottle Beach, but he has no idea she should be in her cubicle in Chicago balancing the sheets for one of his many companies. What will happen when Mitchell and Jackie eventually look past their attraction to discover he’s her boss? Will a hot weekend in Key West still sizzle in wintry Chicago at the corporate Christmas party?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The leather-skinned bartender leaned close to Jackie so she could be heard over the cheerful chaos of the Duval Street bar.
 
   “Getcha another margarita?”
 
   “No, thanks,” Jackie said. “This is already number three.”
 
   “Just getting started,” the bartender muttered. “Though I hate seeing a pretty young girl drink alone.”
 
   “I’m not alone,” Jackie said.
 
   The bartender glanced pointedly toward the empty seats on both sides of Jackie.
 
   “Well, I guess I am now. My friends found somebody to dance with a few doors down.”
 
   The bartender raised her eyebrows. “We got dancin’ here.”
 
   They both looked at the girl in the pink bikini top and cut-offs dancing right on the bar about ten feet down from Jackie.
 
   “I don’t think I can top that,” Jackie said. “I’m a lousy dancer.”
 
   The bartender smiled. “My daughter’s a hell of a dancer, ain’t she?”
 
   Jackie nodded and watched the bartender as she made the circuit of the U-shaped bar and offered drinks. Most of the partiers were in obvious groups of at least two or three, but Jackie sat in a cool shadow of loneliness. Her friends, Leah and Teri, already hooked up with someone and they were probably burning off their drink calories right now. Jackie risked a glance around the bar. She couldn’t be the only person sitting alone. A man directly across from her had an empty seat on both sides of him. She tried to sneak a glance at him, but the margaritas and the unpredictable light made it hard.
 
   Jackie raised her margarita glass to her lips and tasted the crusty salt. She raised her eyes and saw a pair of eyes looking straight into hers over the rim of another glass.
 
   The man across the bar locked eyes with her.
 
   It was like he reached across the distance and tugged her out of her seat. She held his eyes for a heartbeat then glanced down into her margarita glass. Her pulse raced faster than the Key West soundtrack throbbing from all the bars on Duval Street.
 
   The bartender stepped in front of her and cut off her view of the handsome stranger.
 
   “I keep telling her she oughta put a video of her dancin’ on YouTube,” the proud mom said.
 
   Jackie nodded. “She’s got talent.” For something. Jackie cocked her head and watched the girl dance. She should put her show on the internet. She might get sponsors and then she’d be in the black ink when it comes to partying. Jackie smiled into her large margarita glass. You can take the accountant out of the office, but you can’t drown her head for numbers and spreadsheets—even with potent Key West drinks.
 
   The bartender leaned on the shiny wood. “Here for the weekend?”
 
   “Uh-huh. Supposed to be a bachelorette party, but it totally fell apart.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   Jackie laughed. “Groom-to-be showed up. Can you believe it? Guess he thought it would be a great surprise.”
 
   “Bet you were surprised.”
 
   “Yep. And now the bachelorette is holed up with him at the Hyatt for the weekend.” Jackie sipped her drink. “And the rest of us are on our own.”
 
   The bartender glanced over Jackie’s shoulder. “Hope you make the best of it,” she said and then moved down the bar.
 
   Jackie gave her glass a reckless little swirl and watched the yellowish drink dance close to the edges of the cup. I’ve been making the best of things since I made my first batch of lemonade years ago. She still had the ledger book from her lemonade stand, scrawled in her 8-year-old handwriting.
 
   It was time to go. Maybe it wasn’t too late to catch up with her friends after all. Digging through her purse for a few bucks to leave on the bar, she felt someone lean over her from behind. Warm breath brushed the back of her neck. It was loud in the bar, but a man’s voice vibrated in her ear and she turned toward the sound.
 
   “Whatever they’re paying her,” he gestured toward the bar dancer, “they ought to double it.”
 
   “I don’t know,” Jackie said. “Looks like it might be gratis work to me.”
 
   The dark haired stranger leaned on the bar beside her. His green eyes slipped from her face to her breasts and down her bare legs to her feet in their strappy sandals. The slow glance made her feel like she’d just stood on the bar and removed all her clothing, right down to her lacey underwear. For an insane moment, she rejoiced that her bra and panties matched for once. Just in case.
 
   “Of course, they could just be paying her in alcohol,” she added. “I’d say about a case of tequila would be a fair trade.” She needed a little humor to break the tension sizzling in the air. Maybe it was the humidity, but the air was suddenly thick and close as it brushed her skin.
 
   “You know a thing or two about entertainment fees?”
 
   “Just enough to get me in trouble.” Jackie wanted to kick herself. Where was this flirty talk coming from? She never did this. She didn’t hang out in bars, didn’t usually talk to strangers, and certainly didn’t know a thing about dancing drunk on shiny bars in a tropical paradise. Maybe that was it. The tropical atmosphere was going to her head. She wouldn’t be doing any of this back in Chicago.
 
   “I like the sound of that,” he said, moving even closer.
 
   He was close enough for Jackie to see the slight stubble of dark beard on his square jaw. If he’d shaved that morning, it was a good sixteen hours ago. She breathed in a clean masculine scent mixed with expensive cologne. She hoped she smelled even half as nice as he did. Her scent was more Coppertone than cologne, but fair-skinned girls didn’t take chances.
 
   He wasn’t dressed for bar-hopping. Dress trousers and a button-down oxford defied the usual Key West shorts and faded t-shirt standards. She looked him over from head to toe just as he had done to her a moment ago. It was only fair. The crisp white shirt was unbuttoned down the front with sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Olive skin and a few chest hairs showed through the open shirt. No belt. No shoes.
 
   He looked like a man who just walked out of a business meeting and straight into a bar in Key West. Except he must have stopped just outside the bar and tried to remove as much respectability as possible. Now that would be a strip-show worth paying for. Jackie wondered where he stashed the shoes and belt. He looked expensive. He probably left them with his briefcase in the back of a limo.
 
   “So you’ve had some bar-dancing experience?” he asked.
 
   Jackie laughed. “Not exactly.”
 
   He looked at her shapely legs. “Just the dancing, then?”
 
   “Uh, yes,” she said. Holy cow. She mentally slapped herself on the side of the head. Of all things to lie about, she had to choose dancing. Her legs were shapely from rollerblading along the lakeshore in Chicago and hitting the gym when her friends talked her into it. She couldn’t dance her way out of a parking ticket. Now she was really glad the bar was too crowded for a dance floor. No danger of him asking for a free sample.
 
   “So you’re a professional dancer,” he said. Boy, in addition to dangerous good looks, this guy had a talent for jumping to conclusions. Better sense told her she ought to end this flirtation before she ended up in over her head and on the wrong side of the balance sheet. But it was too much fun playing these numbers. She was only in town for the weekend, and she’d blown a lot of money on the plane ticket. When you consider return on investment, you gotta grab your chances when they come.
 
   “Yep,” she said. “Dancer. And I’m guessing you’re a…” she paused and squinted one eye as she pretended to concentrate. “Circus clown.”
 
   “Close.” He smiled and held out his hand. “I’m Mitchell.”
 
   “Jackie,” she said as she slipped her hand into his. He pressed her hand between both of his, removing formality from the handshake. The night was hot. He was close. Jackie’s head swam and she tried to focus on the face only inches from hers. Had she seen him somewhere before? There was something familiar about him, but with a face like his, she’d probably seen him in a magazine somewhere.
 
   “You work here in town?” he asked.
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “Cruise ship?”
 
   A dancer on a cruise ship. Live entertainment. In a strange way, Jackie knew quite a bit about both from her day job back in the Windy City.
 
   “You guessed it,” she said. “I’m only here for another day and then I’m off to the Southern Caribbean.” Why was she lying to this stranger? Why didn’t she just tell him she was a boring accountant for a huge corporation counting among its assets a talent agency that booked live entertainers? Filling in the spreadsheets was as close as she ever got to any of the action. Not that she hadn’t engaged in quite a few fantasies in her cubicle.
 
   Right now she danced on the edge of living out a little fantasy night of her own with a man who made her insides feel squishy.
 
   “Let’s get out of here,” Mitchell suggested.
 
   Jackie hesitated. The temptation whispered in her ear like an island breeze, but memories of her last impulsive romantic decision flashed over her mind like a bucket of cold water on a beach full of sunbathers. Ouch. She pushed the thought of that disaster firmly out of her mind. That was two long years ago. This is now.
 
   “I think we’d better stick to the beach,” she said, pointing at his bare toes. “I’m surprised they let you in here without shoes.”
 
   “Honey, this is Key West.” He stood up and leaned over her as he laid a fifty dollar bill on the bar. The slight stubble on his cheek brushed her ear and sent a tremor down her spine. “You can make up your own rules.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   He held open the back door of the bar and they stepped onto the beach. The night breeze picked up her long hair and teased her bare shoulders with dark silky strands. She didn’t make a habit of leaving bars with strange men, but this guy was different. Sure he was attractive, but it was more than just his sinfully tempting looks. It was like he didn’t belong at the bar watching drunken women dance any more than she did. One look at his clothes made it obvious he was out of his element. Just like she was.
 
   Of course, there was more to her story, too. The part about leaving town in a day or so was true. In about twenty-eight hours, she would round up her friends and pour them onto a commuter flight out of the tiny Key West airport. Risking a glance at the man next to her in the moonlight, twenty-six hours seemed like a very short time. Jackie’s fingers found Mitchell’s in the dim light and curled around his.
 
   “It makes me feel reckless,” she said. “The moon, the warm night air, the ocean….” She trailed off. The thought of spending the night with the mysterious dark-haired stranger sent shivers over her flesh. Did he feel the tremor pass through her hand?
 
   “You love the water?” he asked.
 
   “Yep. I grew up with it.”
 
   “Around here?”
 
   “Nope, but here is nice.”
 
   He stopped walking and let go of her hand. He stepped close to her and cupped her face with both hands. “Here is nice.”
 
   A second before it happened, she decided to go with it. Jackie closed her eyes and allowed herself to just feel, not think. His lips were soft, teasing. His hands played with the loose hair falling over her shoulders. Fingertips brushed her collarbones. She swayed closer to him and reached up to pull his head down to hers so she could deepen the kiss. She breathed in his rich deep scent.
 
   Maybe it was the sand and the moon and the warm tropical air that left her panting. Maybe it was his kiss. She had never been left so breathless by just a kiss. Mitchell pulled back for a second and searched her face with an unspoken question. He breathed heavily. A question mark hung over them like the stars in the far away night sky. The answer was yes.
 
   It was dark. They were alone on the beach. She didn’t even have to look around to know no one would see them. No one would even care. There was no reason why she should deny her body’s powerful reaction to this man. Mitchell leaned down and kissed her mouth hungrily, urgently. Maybe her knees buckled of their own free will. She knelt on the sand, drawing him down over her.
 
   When her back flattened against the sand, she knew there was no going back. She didn’t want to stop. His mouth found hers again and then, suddenly, she heard and felt the explosion of fireworks.
 
   Real fireworks. Mitchell’s lips stilled and he pulled back an inch or two, a dazed expression on his face.
 
   “I’m good, but I can’t compete with actual fireworks,” he murmured in her ear. He rolled off her and propped himself up on one elbow next to her. His grin was eighty percent disappointed chagrin and maybe twenty percent boyish enjoyment of the fireworks. It was one hundred percent irresistible.
 
   Spectators shouted, ran, laughed, and raced across the sand to find a good viewing spot. Jackie pulled her knees up and sat watching the fireworks explode, fall slowly, and then dip into the Gulf of Mexico. A huge crowd gathered around them and she heard grunts of approval, drunken laughter, scattered applause, and some off-key singing from someone who only knew about fifteen words to the same rockabilly song.
 
   “Must be midnight,” Mitchell said.
 
   “Does this happen every night?”
 
   “Nope. But this is a festival weekend. Christmas season parties starting to fire up.”
 
   “How can you tell?” Jackie asked. “Seems like it’s a nonstop party all the time here.”
 
   “It is, but sometimes there’s a little extra excitement,” he said. His voice deepened as he added the part about the extra excitement, and he leaned over to plant a playful kiss on Jackie’s knee. Jackie slipped her hand in his, anxious to reestablish their physical connection, and they watched the rest of the fireworks and crowd spectacle in silence. What would happen when the crowd dispersed and the sand was theirs alone? Would they pick up where they left off? Those fireworks couldn’t go on forever, and she still felt the incredible heat of what sparked between them before the show began.
 
   Jackie studied his face as he watched the glow in the sky. Who was this guy? The fiery reds and smooth blue and whites played across his face and deepened the mystery until she found herself wanting to know more about Mitchell than she would learn in one hot night on the sand.
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell wasn’t sure what made the sand tremble beneath him. Sure, there was a raucous crowd and ear-splitting fireworks. But the beautiful woman next to him made his heart race. Her delicate cheek bones caught the light of the fireworks and her huge smile radiated across full lips he already knew were kissable. Long brown hair tumbled over her shoulders. He figured he was to blame for the tangled curls and the sand clinging to her bare shoulders. It was impossible to feel bad about it, though, when he remembered the feel of her skin under his hands and lips.
 
   Jackie glanced over and caught him looking at her. The corners of her mouth turned up just enough to let him know she didn’t mind. His heart skipped when she looked at him. He had known her less than an hour but spent the better half of the hour before watching her from across the bar. He saw her two friends leave with guys who bought them drinks, but she had stayed. He’d watched her make friendly conversation with the bartender and smile to herself. He had lurked in the shadows, watching her before he decided to approach before it was too late. Just seeing her took the chill off the mood which had iced him in since his plane left Chicago.
 
   Asking her to leave the bar with him was following the strict advice of his Chief Financial Officer. Take a weekend off, Hal said. Have some fun. Crack a smile. It won’t hurt you. When Hal gave him that advice, though, Mitchell didn’t necessarily think an island romance was on the table. Now things were starting to look different.
 
   Maybe his CFO was right. If Hal could see Jackie right now, he’d be encouraging Mitchell to have his lawyers draw up an ironclad pre-nup. Cascading hair, ocean blue eyes, smooth fair skin, long legs, and breasts that promised hidden curves where a man could lose himself. And it had all been right there for the taking until the show in the sky had crackled into life.
 
   Those fireworks can’t last forever.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   The fireworks’ grand finale rocked the sand and Jackie’s fingers tightened around Mitchell’s. His free hand casually rested on her knee, but the look on his face was anything but casual. Predatory was more like it.
 
   The fireworks’ final sizzle wafted over the water and the crowd drifted away. Jackie noticed the cool night air for the first time and shivered. It made Mitchell’s warm body even more tempting. Now, they were almost alone again. What would happen?
 
   “Hey, Jackie! There you are.”
 
   Jackie barely had time to run her fingers through her tangled hair and steal a quick guilty look at Mitchell before two women flopped down on the sand and stretched out. They weren’t alone. Two guys who looked like island natives came up right behind them and one of them handed fruity looking drinks in plastic cups to their companions.
 
   “Wondered where you went,” one of the new arrivals said. Her words came out a little breathless and slurred. Her hot pink top almost covered her midriff and she was barefoot. She had spiky blond hair and wore seriously short shorts. Jackie looked her friend over. The outfit was a nice change from the gray walls and gray life they endured in their office building in Chicago. She suspected Leah might have a wild side to her, and it looked like she was dialing it up. This was turning out to be one heck of an evening for all of them.
 
   “I’ve been enjoying the fireworks,” said Jackie.
 
   “And not alone,” Leah said. Her state of drunkenness made her even more direct than usual. Leah opened her mouth to say something, but she stopped and looked intently at Mitchell. “Hey,” she said, “you look familiar.”
 
   The other woman had her face half buried in her electric pink drink, but this caught her attention. At thirty, Teri was the oldest and most sensible of the accounting staff, but she had the body of a teenager and a free spirit. She looked at Mitchell and then turned her gaze immediately to Jackie. Her face was as frozen as the concoction in her cup. Even in the darkness, Jackie could see there was something very odd about her expression. The air crackled with excitement, something transferred physically through the thick darkness between Jackie, Teri, and Leah.
 
   There was no doubt Mitchell noticed it, too. He looked closely at Jackie’s friends and his hand tightened over hers. The guys who appeared to be with Teri and Leah sprawled on the sand drinking out of 16 oz. cans. They weren’t likely to notice anything unusual. They probably didn’t notice the fireworks, either.
 
   “Oh my god, you’re…” Leah began.
 
   “Drunk, Leah,” Teri said quickly. “You’re sloppy drunk, and we’ve still got some dancing to do before the night’s over.” She stood up as emphatically as a person can who is barefoot and wearing an orange hibiscus in her hair. “We should go.”
 
   Only about thirty seconds had elapsed and Jackie realized she hadn’t even introduced her friends to Mitchell. Not that she knew much about him except how kissable he was. Not exactly the kind of thing you mention in an introduction.
 
   “This is Mitchell,” Jackie said, gesturing toward Mitchell. He jumped up and extended his hand, but Teri already had Leah on her feet, pulling her toward the row of brightly lit bars.
 
   “Have fun!” she called over her shoulder. “See you back at the room later.”
 
   And they were gone with the guys who had followed them there. Only a few stragglers remained far away on the beach. Jackie and Mitchell were alone again on the dark sand.
 
   “Your friends seem…nice,” Mitchell said.
 
   “I think they’re adapting to the island lifestyle just a little too well,” Jackie said.
 
   Jackie glanced over at Mitchell to see how he felt about the sudden decamping of her friends. He did look like he should be the hero in a romantic movie. With strong shoulders and defined biceps, she didn’t doubt he could throw her over his shoulder and haul her off to do unspeakable things to her body while she begged him not to stop. It was dangerous, but she was feeling dangerous. The crowd was almost gone now, lured by the appeal of two more hours before last call and loud music pouring out the doors of bars crowded with overheated and underdressed bodies.
 
   Mitchell sat down close to Jackie and ran a finger across her collarbone and down her upper arm.
 
   “We’re alone again,” he said.
 
   Jackie laughed. “As alone as we can be on a public beach.”
 
   He kissed her, his heat and scent lighting up her senses. Although mostly worn-off, a hint of soap and expensive cologne lingered on his skin.
 
   “No one is paying attention to us,” he whispered. “They’re busy doing whatever they want.”
 
   He kissed her again, longer, each kiss creating widening circles of desire within her. She pulled away, breaking the tension for a moment.
 
   “Is that what people do here?”
 
   He drew back slightly and grinned. “Ignore other people?”
 
   She thumped him lightly on the chest. “No, do whatever they want.”
 
   “I believe I mentioned that you can make up your own rules in Key West. I’m doing exactly what I want right now.” He explored her ear and neck with his lips. The sensation traveled across her skin making her lean into him for more.
 
   She closed her eyes and used her other senses. His touch intoxicated her and erased any sensible, practical thoughts. Wanting Mitchell was the only thing on her mind.
 
   “How about you?” Mitchell asked.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Are you doing exactly what you want right now?”
 
   Jackie considered the question. For the past year, her desires were as buttoned up as her conservative wardrobe and ledger sheets. But now, she was discovering the thrill of wanting and being wanted. Just because.
 
   There was no one in sight now. Jackie lay back on the beach, not caring that her hair tangled with the grains of white sand. Mitchell stretched out next to her, the heat of his body standing out in stark contrast to the quiet cool night.
 
   A boat horn sounded in the harbor, honking over and over.
 
   “Jingle Bells,” Mitchell said, chuckling softly next to her ear.
 
   “What?”
 
   “The boat,” he said. “Some drunk fool is trying to play Jingle Bells on his boat horn.”
 
   “I love this place,” she said.
 
   She heard his breath in her ear like the soft waves crashing across the dark beach.
 
   “Not as much as you’re going to.”
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   As he walked her home to the beat of the bands from the bars and the lapping of the waves on the beach, Mitchell couldn’t take his eyes off Jackie. One look at her in the bar and he knew he had to touch her, even if it was only a brush of his hand across her shoulder. One touch, and he wanted to take her away from her lonely seat by the bar and see if the island magic would work for him.
 
   A one night stand was all he was after. His trusted financial officer, Hal, had told him to have some fun. Relax a little. Have a fling. There were plenty of women in Key West who were ready to help him forget his problems and unwind. The dancing girl on the bar had probably helped more than a few guys forget their day jobs. Leaving with Jackie was different. She didn’t need to dance on the bar to get one hundred percent of his attention.
 
   Walking next to her now, her head just reaching his shoulder, Mitchell felt a little shock of surprise. He didn’t want to rush her back to her hotel and file her away as a mindless, but incredible, fling.
 
   He wanted something more.
 
   He surprised himself. Since the great Lisa disaster, he had not wanted anything more from any woman than simple satisfaction. And then distance. But now…
 
   He slowed his pace and looked carefully at Jackie. She didn’t look dangerous. Unless you counted every sexy inch of skin and hair that could add up to trouble. But it might be worth it.
 
   “When do you leave?” he asked.
 
   Jackie glanced up and he caught her expression in the teasing glow of a flickering streetlight. Her beauty made him catch his breath. Her upraised eyebrows, creamy white skin, and deep blue eyes were so close to him right now. He wanted to stop walking and claim her lips again before they got to her hotel.
 
   Somehow, he knew once he deposited her at the door to the hotel room she said she was sharing with friends, the spell would be broken. There would be no glass slipper and no trail to follow. He had to know when she was leaving on her ship.
 
   “Leave?” she asked. Maybe it was the lamplight, but he saw confusion on her face.
 
   “Your cruise ship.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You do have a schedule, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course.” She pushed her hair behind her ears. “I’m just a little flustered. We leave the day after tomorrow.”
 
   “Maybe it sounds crazy, but I don’t want this night to end,” he said, pulling her close and into the shadows of a southern oak.
 
   ****
 
   Jackie tried telling herself it was physical, just a fling. She was vulnerable to temptation, on a sultry island, under the influence of several partially worn off margaritas. She tried telling herself she would forget about him, or remember him as just one awesome one night stand on a certain stretch of beach somewhere near the edge of the world.
 
   Walking next to him on the way back to her hotel, though, everything felt right. And wrong. Her hand fit in his and she thought of how her cheek rested so easily in the hollow of his throat when he held her. It couldn’t be that simple. Could it?
 
   Loud music exploded just around the corner, but it felt like they were the only ones on the dark street.
 
   “It doesn’t have to end,” she said. “I mean, not really. We could get a drink, maybe some coffee?”
 
   “Dancing?” he asked.
 
   Jackie laughed and shook her head. “I get plenty of that with my day job.”
 
   Guilt gave her a little internal shake. Telling lies to a stranger in a bar didn’t seem so wrong. Now, though, after what happened between them, it didn’t feel right to lie to him about her life.
 
   “Maybe you could tell me something about yourself over a drink,” she blurted out.
 
   Mitchell backed her up against the trunk of the tree and kissed her on the mouth. It was almost primal, the way his powerful body pressed her against the unyielding tree.
 
   “Maybe you already know everything you need to know about me,” he said.
 
   Jackie trembled at the power of his kiss. She wanted more, and her emotions were giving her the green light. Unfortunately, a little voice inside her head that existed only to keep her out of trouble was starting to insist on being heard. It told her maybe she had taken enough risks for one night.
 
   She playfully pushed Mitchell back just a little. “True,” she said, “looks like I know just about everything except maybe your Zodiac sign and the name of your first pet.”
 
   “Taurus,” he said quietly. “Rocky.”
 
   Great. Taurus sounds stubborn and Rocky sounds just scary. Maybe now was a good time to head for the suite at the Hyatt where she hoped her girlfriends were sober and waiting up for her. Judging from their companions during the fireworks, it was a gamble whether she’d find anyone home when she got back to her hotel room. Still, it was a safer bet than letting herself wade in any deeper with this dangerously sexy man who had nicely tailored shirts, one of which was draped over her bare shoulders. She hated to think about giving it back.
 
   “It’s late. Maybe you should walk me home after all.”
 
   Mitchell raked her with a searching look and toyed with a chunk of her hair. His dark green eyes looked almost black in the dim light and the set of his mouth suggested he had no intention of surrendering easily. With his powerful build and expensive clothes, Jackie guessed he was a man who usually got what he wanted. And what did this man of mystery want?
 
   He answered her question with a single word.
 
   “Reluctantly,” he said.
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell pushed the button for the fourteenth floor and rode the elevator in silence with Jackie. It shattered the rules of one night stands, but he decided to see her to her door. Even if her door was on the upper floor of the Hyatt. He’d stayed at this hotel only once in his life. On his honeymoon. The mere thought of Lisa sucked the heat out of the tropical night with efficient cruelty.
 
   How many women had used him for his money and his name? Lisa wasn’t the only one, she had just gotten the farthest. And he was still paying for it. Was there any chance that Jackie…he glanced over at her. Ridiculous. She didn’t even know his last name, hadn’t asked. Besides, she looked almost shy standing next to him in the elevator. There was nothing calculating about her. But there was a good reason why he didn’t want to invest any more than he already had. He didn’t always see what was right in front of his face. A lesson learned the hard way.
 
   They weren’t alone. The other couple in the elevator pushed the button for the twelfth floor. Mitchell steeled himself and put on his business persona as he planned a smooth exit from this one-night stand. He would walk her to the door of her room, say goodbye, and leave. He’d go to his brother’s house as planned. This night would exist in his memory as a satisfying one-night stand. With fireworks.
 
   It was simple. It happened all the time here in Key West. Just not to him. His emotions were usually firmly in check. He was always in charge. This was a trait that earned him a reputation as a ruthless machine in business, but it also kept him out of dangerous situations. Like beautiful temptresses he met in bars.
 
   This had to end. Now.
 
   He was here to clear his head and make some serious decisions about his Chicago office. He didn’t need distractions with legs like hers.
 
   The elevator dinged and the doors opened at the fourteenth floor. He put a hand at the small of Jackie’s back and steered her down the hall. It was only fifty steps, forty steps, only thirty now.
 
   She dug her keycard out of her small purse and paused before putting it in the slot. Neither one of them knew what to do. Kiss goodnight? Say goodbye?
 
   Their eyes met and held.
 
   “Goodnight,” she said as she sliced her key through the slot, opened the door, and disappeared inside.
 
   Mitchell stood there, looking at the closed door. She hadn’t slammed it in his face. It was just closed. A done deal. He stared at the door for a full minute, wrestling with the temptation to knock on it, then he turned and walked slowly away.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Quiet tapping on the door registered in Jackie’s mind before she even opened her eyes. It’s not like she was sleeping anyway. Leah and Teri had been practically unconscious on the two queen beds which came with the suite when Jackie got back last night. They had been thoughtful enough to pull out the sofa bed for her and leave out some pillows. She sunk gratefully onto the bed at first, but then determined around two a.m. that between the lumpy bed and thoughts of Mitchell, she wasn’t going to be getting much sleep. Now there was a faint light outside the drawn curtains. The tapping became more insistent.
 
   She approached the door cautiously. She wore a sweatshirt over a knee-length nightgown. Not sexy, but her friends forgot to leave her a blanket. Besides, there was no one to impress. It wasn’t going to be Mitchell coming back for more. For sure. If he wanted to see her again, he wouldn’t have walked away last night. That was the sum total and complete substance of all the rationalizing she had done instead of sleeping.
 
   He didn’t ask for her cell number. He didn’t ask the name of her phony cruise line employer. He didn’t ask much at all. The only thing he really knew about her was her first name. Jackie. She knew even less about him.
 
   His first name? Mitchell. His job? No idea. His home? Well, he implied it was here in Key West, but it was still a mystery. No, she didn’t know anything about him. Except he was a Taurus and his first pet’s name was Rocky. She wondered what Rocky was. A kitten? A dog? Hamster, perhaps? Maybe even a fish, but the material point was she would never find out.
 
   Yep, he was a mystery and a complete unknown to her. Except for a few facts like how his eyes slowly roamed over her and didn’t see an accountant who worked in a gray office. Except maybe how those dark eyes turned from fiery passion to tenderness. Except perhaps the exquisite way he touched her and made her feel like she was someone he had been waiting for his whole life. That was all. Not much to go on in the cold light of morning.
 
   Having convinced herself it could not possibly be mystery-man Mitchell tapping on the door, Jackie risked a glance through the peephole. Her bride-to-be friend, Shelly, stood on the other side with a drink carrier and four large cups of coffee.
 
   Jackie opened the door.
 
   “Good morning,” Shelly whispered as she slipped in with the coffees. “I just wanted to run by and see if you all are having a good time. I feel awful about abandoning you during my own bachelorette party, but I just couldn’t help it.”
 
   “It’s okay,” said Jackie. “Believe me, we’re all having fun anyway.” She gestured toward the sleeping bodies of her two roommates and grinned. “Too much fun. I’m glad you stopped by, but go on…take Denny his coffee and enjoy your early honeymoon. You deserve it. See you on the plane tomorrow.”
 
   Shelly slipped back out of the door after leaving three coffees for her friends. Jackie took her coffee and curled up in the chair by the window. She brushed aside the curtain and looked out at the sparkling blue morning water. What a view. It looked like it was going to be a hot Saturday on the island. She had made some vague sightseeing plans for the day with Leah and Teri in addition to planning some serious sunbathing and lounging around.
 
   She took a long slow drink of the hot coffee. She should have waited a few minutes so she wouldn’t burn her tongue, but it was too late now. Waiting a minute and thinking first last night might have kept her from getting burned, too, but she hadn’t even tried to resist. What made her feel so reckless all of a sudden?
 
   Since her miserable breakup with her boss a year ago, she had erected a stone monument to foolishness around her heart. It was handy for keeping out intruders and reminding her how stupid she could be. Sleeping with the boss? Irresponsible. Thinking she was in love with him despite the warnings of coworkers? Stupid. Getting dumped for a newer and cuter employee? Agonizing.
 
   Even moving to Chicago and getting a new job hadn’t made her forget. Duh. She was never going to be that brainless again.
 
   Why had last night been different, then? Man, would her friends be surprised when she told them. If she told them. She knew she would. They’d guess something was up as soon as they looked at her. Six months of close friendship in a small office left little room for secrets.
 
   Jackie heard the bathroom door in the other half of the suite close and then the sound of running water gurgling through the pipes. Leah came through the bedroom door and headed straight for one of the coffee cups on the little table.
 
   “Coffee fairy stopped by,” Jackie commented.
 
   “Shelly?”
 
   “Yep. She feels bad about leaving us on our own. Wanted to know if we were having fun.” Jackie couldn’t help grinning at Leah.
 
   “Are we?” Leah asked. She took a few cautious sips of coffee. “I think there’s a good chance my liver will regret this weekend.”
 
   Jackie nodded thoughtfully. “I think there’s a chance there might be room for some regret. Key West seems to make you…well, it’s not the eleventh floor accounting office, that’s for sure.”
 
   Jackie turned on her laptop and sipped her coffee.
 
   “You’re not working,” said Leah. It was a statement, not a question.
 
   “No. Just checking us in on our flights tomorrow.”
 
   “Ugh. Flying. Not sure my stomach will be up to that,” said Leah. “I had a little too much last night.”
 
   “I thought maybe,” said Jackie. “You can have half my coffee, too, if that’ll help.”
 
   “No, thanks. You probably need it. We gave up on you and went to bed about one thirty.”
 
   Leah was giving Jackie the explain-yourself-for-my-entertainment look, but Jackie pretended to be very absorbed in her coffee and her laptop. There would be time later for the details, and she might as well wait until Teri was there, too.
 
   She checked in herself and her friends for their Sunday morning flight. They had to get back to work on Monday, or tongues would wag about the whole accounting staff and their wild weekend. If they played their cards right, no one from work would ever know all four of them took off for a southern holiday. It would seem tough to get away with, but their company was famously uncommunicative floor-to-floor. It was like crossing an international border to get off the elevator on any floor other than your own.
 
   When she finished with the airline webpage, she moved on to surfing her work email while she was on the hotel wireless anyway. Probably nothing important happened on Friday while they were all partying in Key West, but it might be a good idea to check.
 
   “I think those frozen umbrella drinks must’ve gone to my head last night,” said Leah when she got a few sips of coffee down and started to look a little brighter. She sat on the edge of the sofa bed watching Jackie navigate their work website. “I tell you, I must have been seeing things last night. At one point I almost thought I saw you hanging out on the sand with our boss.”
 
   Jackie’s hands froze over the keyboard.
 
   Time stopped.
 
   She couldn’t breathe.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Of course, I thought I saw fireworks, too, so I might have been a little impaired,” Leah continued. “Although I think those must’ve been at least partially real. Seemed like it. Maybe I’m one of those people who dream in color or something.”
 
   Jackie hadn’t moved. The room became much smaller and the quiet hum of her laptop felt like a helicopter in her ears. Only it couldn’t be a real helicopter because she could hear a very loud beating sound over the top of it. You couldn’t hear your heartbeat over a helicopter, could you?
 
   “Our boss,” said Jackie.
 
   “Yeah,” said Leah over the Styrofoam rim of her cup. “Looked just like him. Same dark green eyes, dark hair. Of course, I’ve never seen our boss without a shirt, so I couldn’t tell you if that awesome body was like his.”
 
   Jackie searched her memory for a name. She had worked for Ames Worldwide Industries for six months but had never seen the man behind the name. Maybe she had passed by a picture of him somewhere. It never seemed important since he was seldom there and didn’t actually run their part of the company. He just owned it along with a string of other businesses. Her only impression of him was that he was filthy rich and busy running all over the world converting more of his millions to billions. He never even seemed real to her before.
 
   And she didn’t know his first name.
 
   “Had a predatory look,” Leah continued. “Always looks hungry, like he’s on the prowl for the next thing. But I’ve really only seen him once,” she said with a little shrug, “from a distance. I guess I’m thinking of his picture.”
 
   “Picture?” Jackie asked. Her voice came out as a hoarse whisper. She sounded like someone looking all over a desert for a deep cold well.
 
   “In the downstairs lobby, by the big map showing all his properties. It’s somewhere on the website, too, but you have to dig for it. I think it’s buried somewhere in a little company background piece.”
 
   Jackie’s hands shook as she pushed her laptop across the coffee table toward Leah. “Maybe you better find me that picture,” she said.
 
   Leah opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Instead, slow understanding rolled over her face and she brought both hands to her mouth in a look of appalled shock. It was a mirror image of the look on Jackie’s face.
 
   “Damn,” said Teri as she came into the room wearing a white terrycloth robe with a towel wrapped around her head. She stared at Jackie and Leah’s shocked faces. “Did I miss a big announcement? Unplanned pregnancy? Somebody coming out of the closet? Shelly and Denny are calling it off?”
 
   Nobody said anything. Leah reached across and started clicking through screens on their company website. Jackie couldn’t even watch. She stared down into her coffee cup like it was a magical elixir that would wash away the entire weekend so far. She couldn’t believe that of all the men to have the first one night stand of her twenty-five-year-life with, she stumbled across her boss. Another boss.
 
   How could she let this happen? This was a disaster.
 
   Teri was still waiting for someone to say something. “Here’s his picture,” Leah finally said. “It’s small, but you can see what I mean.”
 
   No one moved. Jackie glanced up at Teri. The expression on Teri’s face was more grim resignation than anything else. She did not look surprised.
 
   “See,” Leah prompted.
 
   “You knew,” Jackie said to Teri.
 
   “You…didn’t,” said Teri. It had begun as a question, but came out as a statement. The realization of what happened dawned on Teri’s face now, too.
 
   Jackie shook her head. She forced herself to look at the picture. Until she actually looked, she harbored the hope Leah and Teri had been too drunk and it was too dark for them to really know. There was still a chance the vague familiarity she noticed about Mitchell was just that, a feeling he was similar to someone she might have seen somewhere. Maybe her boss’s first name wasn’t even Mitchell. She took a breath and looked.
 
   The picture was small, but there was no denying it was the face she had kissed every inch of and run her fingers over. The dark green eyes looked dignified, businesslike, and serious. But they were the same eyes. Jackie looked at the name below the picture. Mitchell Ames.
 
   Mitchell Ames. Her boss.
 
   The man who owned the company she worked for, but was never there. A Taurus whose first pet was named Rocky. The man who approached her in a bar in Key West. The man who knew just where to touch her until she begged for more. Mitchell Ames.
 
   That son of a bitch.
 
   Teri sat down on the arm of Jackie’s chair and looked over her shoulder at the picture.
 
   “I was pretty sure it was him last night,” she said.
 
   “Then why didn’t you tell me?” asked Jackie. “Some friends, letting me screw the boss without knowing it.”
 
   “You had sex with him? Shit,” said Leah.
 
   “Duh,” said Jackie. “You didn’t think that was where that was going last night?”
 
   Teri and Leah exchanged a look. They looked uncomfortable. “I guess we…” began Teri.
 
   “Didn’t think you, uh…did one night stands,” finished Leah.
 
   “I don’t. Usually.”
 
   “You haven’t even dated anyone in the six months we’ve known you,” Teri said.
 
   “That’s because I was…” began Jackie. She didn’t even want to say it out loud.
 
   “Running away. From your last boss,” Leah said gently. “Crap. You don’t need this.”
 
   Jackie sighed. There was a prolonged silence. Teri reached for the last coffee cup on the table and pulled off the plastic lid. She took a long drink.
 
   “What do we do now?” she asked.
 
   No one said anything. Jackie stared at Mitchell’s picture on the webpage still open in front of her. How could he? How could he use her and not say anything about who he was. That jerk. He probably did it all the time. Flying around in his fancy jet, screwing women all over the world. She would be Key West number seventeen. Her coffee churned in her stomach. How had she gotten herself into this mess? The three friends stared at the small picture on their company website in silence for a long minute.
 
   “Was he any good?” Leah asked.
 
   “Leah!” said Teri.
 
   “Seriously, just asking. If we’re all gonna get fired for calling in sick and then Jackie screwing the boss in Key West, I figure we have a right to know.”
 
   Teri looked at Jackie with a pained, sympathetic expression. Leah looked sympathetic, but curious, too. Jackie wanted to scream or throw something at the incredible injustice of the mess she was in. Instead, to her utter amazement, she laughed. The way Leah put it, it was so ridiculous and so unbelievable, it was funny.
 
   “Maybe he’ll just fire me,” she said. “If he ever finds out I work for him.”
 
   “You honestly don’t think he knows?” asked Teri.
 
   “We didn’t share a whole lot of details about our lives.”
 
   “He didn’t tell you anything?”
 
   “I knew his name was Mitchell. I had the impression he lived in Key West.”
 
   “That’s it?” Leah asked. “I guess that answers my question. So he was good. Right?”
 
   “Well, I do know quite a few more things about him, but I was saving those parts to tell you later. Preferably over a whole pitcher of margaritas.”
 
   “And you don’t think he knows who you are at all?” asked Teri.
 
   Jackie considered that. Could he have any idea who she was? Did he believe her story about the job on the cruise line? When she thought back over it, he was the one who supplied the dancer story. She just agreed to it all.
 
   Dancer? Check.
 
   On a cruise ship? Check.
 
   Had she fallen into his trap? Check.
 
   “He knows my first name and probably the location of any birthmarks.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” said Teri.
 
   “But he thinks I’m a dancer on a cruise ship.”
 
   It was Leah and Teri’s turn to laugh.
 
   “How, in the name of hell,” Teri asked with a huge grin, “did he get that idea?”
 
   “You can’t dance. I’ve seen you,” added Leah.
 
   “I know. We weren’t…dancing.”
 
   Teri took another long swig of coffee and plunked the empty cup down on the table. “Okay, here’s best case scenario: he doesn’t have any idea who you are and has probably forgotten you already.”
 
   Jackie winced. “Ouch.”
 
   “Sorry, but word around the office is that he’s a prize-winning, heartless jackass. So, he forgets your name, we all slink back to Chicago tomorrow, he never comes to our floor of the building, and you never have to lay eyes on him again. You did not officially have an affair with your boss…again…because you didn’t know he was your boss,” said Teri. “It doesn’t count.”
 
   “We go back to partying and keep it our secret,” added Leah. “We will, however, always revere you as the woman who screwed our boss on a fateful weekend in Key West.”
 
   “He’s pretty much been screwing us all for years, seems like you got him back for all of us, girl,” Teri concluded. “You know that raise we didn’t get? The rumors that he’s going to shut down our whole building because we’re not padding his wallet fast enough? Ha, screw ‘em.”
 
   Jackie absorbed her friends’ words. Could she do it? Could she get pissed off and just view it as a conquest on her part? Just one night of fun which didn’t mean anything? Could it be so easy to just put it out of her mind and file it away like those millions of gray spreadsheets in their gray office?
 
   “So, I just forget about him?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Like it never happened?”
 
   “Well,” said Leah, “It did happen. I might dwell on the good parts every now and then. Chicago gets pretty cold in the winter. Just imagine a different face on him when you review the fun parts.”
 
   “Okay, I don’t even want to ask about your sex life, Leah,” Teri said.
 
   “Just being realistic.”
 
   Jackie looked at her friends. When she landed in Chicago last spring, looking for work and not knowing a soul in the huge city, they had welcomed her like a sister. Over the last six months, she shared so much with Shelly, Teri, and Leah, it felt like they had all been together for years. If she saw Mitchell again and they revealed their true identities, there was a good chance it would end up in disaster. He wouldn’t believe she had no idea who he was and would read the wrong things into it. She’d be in the same boat she was in a year ago. Paying the price for falling for her boss.
 
   She and her friends lied and called in sick to take off for a long weekend, effectively shutting down the whole accounting office, to celebrate Shelly’s upcoming wedding. Where would it leave all of them? Fired? They’d be on the street and Shelly’s wedding would be wrecked. Jackie wanted to protect her heart and her friends. And there was only one way to do that.
 
   “You’re right,” Jackie said. “I’m tucking it safely away in the fun-but-stupid-file. It’ll have to stay there. Forever. Accountants can keep secrets.”
 
   Leah and Teri looked relieved, even though Jackie could tell they were trying not to show it. She knew they were relieved for her sake that she was not going to freak out. But they had to be at least a little relieved their wild weekend would stay secret and they could go back to their boring existence in the gray cubicles of the eleventh floor accounting office.
 
   Teri hugged her and recited slowly, “We’re going to get some sun and get some more of those wonderful fruity drinks. We’re going to get on a plane tomorrow. We’re gonna be alright.”
 
   “Shower and breakfast first,” said Leah. “Jackie, you’re next in the shower. Take your time getting that sand out of your hair.”
 
   Jackie took Leah’s advice and took a long, long shower. Removed all traces of sand from her hair, removed all traces of his scent from her skin. Tried to erase the feeling of his lips on hers and his hands tangled in her hair.
 
   Jackie groaned as she towel-dried her long hair. It was going to be almost impossibly hard to pat her memories of Mitchell into a nice safe shape and pack them away in a cool place to dry. But it was the only thing she could do to protect her friends and her own heart. She’d gotten over guys before. She would get over Mitchell.
 
   “Your turn,” she called to Leah as she emerged from the bathroom looking a little flushed, but a little excited about a day of sightseeing and sun. She slipped on a red sundress and was digging in the bottom of her suitcase for her favorite sandals when there was another knock at the door of the hotel room.
 
   The shiver down her spine at the firm, loud knocking on the door told her what she was almost afraid to even think.
 
   It was the knock of a man.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Got it,” called Teri as she strode past Jackie.
 
   Jackie struggled to make a sound. She couldn’t move, her hands stopped searching for her shoes and she stood there with her hair over her bare shoulders and her feet naked on the carpet. She felt immobilized, but she had to stop Teri before she flung open the door.
 
   “Wait,” she croaked.
 
   Teri waved her hand casually at Jackie. “I called down while you were in the shower and asked for more towels.”
 
   Without even looking through the peephole, Teri opened the door wide. Instead of a housekeeper with towels, a tall man with dark green eyes and dark hair stood there holding a single pink rose. The door was open wide and Jackie stood in front of her open suitcase in full view of Mitchell. In what seemed like only a second’s time, he looked her over from her loose bangs swung over the side of her face down to her bare feet.
 
   Teri, usually the calm self-assured one of the group, stared open-mouthed at Mitchell for the full five seconds he breathed in the sight of Jackie.
 
   “Wrong room,” she said, and she shut the door right in his face.
 
   Teri leaned against the back of the closed door and gave Jackie the “what the hell do we do now?” face.
 
   Jackie was too stunned to say anything and just shook her head. A loud knocking sounded right over Teri’s head. They listened to it for a moment, eyes locked. It stopped briefly, then began again. It was louder this time.
 
   “He’s not going to go away until you open that door,” Jackie whispered.
 
   “Is that what you want me to do?”
 
   “I don’t know. Why is he here? What do you think he wants?” said Jackie.
 
   “You,” whispered Teri.
 
   Jackie felt panicked, trapped. She wanted to tell him to get lost before her heart and her body betrayed her into doing something foolish again. She wanted to protect her friends and keep their identities from him so they would keep their jobs. She wanted to forget she’d ever been to Key West and go back to Chicago. More than anything, though, she wanted to see what those kisses would feel like in the light of day.
 
   “What do I do?” whispered Jackie.
 
   “He looks lovesick. Maybe you could play along?” Teri suggested hopefully.
 
   “Play along? Pretend some more so we don’t all get caught?”
 
   “He does look pretty good,” Teri conceded. “Maybe he just wants to take you out for breakfast. You could see what he wants and then try to get rid of him.”
 
   Jackie thought about it for a second. Just the sight of him sent warm shivers over her shoulders and down the whole length of her body. Seeing him standing at her door with a single flower in his hand reminded her of what he could do with her in those hands.
 
   She nodded, straightened her shoulders, and took a long deep breath.
 
   “Open the door,” she said.
 
   Teri gave her one last searching look and reached for the door handle just as the knocking started to get even louder. She opened it wide again and smiled at Mitchell.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said, “we weren’t decent. Come in.”
 
   No doubt he could see they looked exactly as they had a minute ago when she shut the door in his face, but Mitchell said nothing and stepped in before Teri had a chance to change her mind. He towered over both of them and his broad shoulders filled the door frame as he walked through it.
 
   He was only a few feet away from Jackie when he stopped, the flower outstretched in his hand. Jackie faced him in silence for a second. He was freshly shaven and wore a faded green t-shirt which was the same hue as his eyes, just lighter. He wore knee-length tan shorts and a pair of worn leather deck shoes. It was far from the stripped down expensive business attire from last night. This morning he looked like he might live in Key West. And he looked more tempting than ever.
 
   “Jackie.”
 
   That was all he said. She knew it was practically all he knew about her. When he said it, though, she felt his words deep inside and she remembered the first moment he’d spoken to her in the bar. The brush of his words and his lips across her ear. She felt like he knew a lot more than just her name.
 
   “Breakfast?” he asked.
 
   Jackie shot a look at Teri who was standing behind Mitchell. Teri shrugged and turned up her hands in an “I don’t know, do whatever you think” gesture.
 
   She didn’t answer right away, so he held out to her the single rose still clutched in his hand. It was like he was handing over an admission ticket and he hoped it would get him what he wanted. Did it like a man who was used to getting what he wanted and it reminded Jackie he was not only her boss, not only a millionaire several times over, but also reputed to be cold and ruthless when it came to getting what he wanted in business. She would be wise to remember that.
 
   Still, it was a delicate pink rose. It wasn’t like he was handing her stock options and a 401(k) for having breakfast with him. She reached out and took it from him, feeling strangely shy. Last night had been passionate, primal, magical. She had abandoned self-control and did what felt right. Now, in the stark light of a new day, she felt like a freshman on a first date. With a senior boy that none of her friends approved of.
 
   “Thank you,” she said.
 
   He didn’t relinquish the offered rose right away and their hands touched as she curled her fingers around the stem. He stepped just a little bit closer.
 
   “I’ll wait for you in the lobby,” he said.
 
   She knew she was going to say yes anyway, and now she had no choice. He had chosen to see the “thank you” as a “thank you, yes, I will have breakfast with you” instead of her intended “thank you for the flower.”
 
   “I’ll be down in a few minutes.”
 
   Mitchell nodded and gave her a long look before leaning down and brushing a kiss across her lips. If he intended to seal the deal with a kiss, then he was a good businessman because Jackie’s lips responded to the fleeting kiss and left her wanting more. It was like he wanted a guarantee that she would meet him in the lobby and her lips signed it on the dotted line.
 
   He turned around and walked straight through the open door without even a look at Teri. She shut the door behind him and leaned against it again.
 
   “I can’t take this kind of excitement,” she said as her back slid down the door. “This shit never happens in Chicago.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t,” Jackie said. She was still staring at the rose in her hand.
 
   “Oh, man, are you in trouble,” Teri said. “He likes you. Really. I saw that look.”
 
   “You think? Well too bad for him. I’m going to tell him my cruise ship is leaving early and I won’t be seeing him again,” Jackie said. She straightened her shoulders and tried to sound surer than she felt. “One breakfast and that’s it.”
 
   “Maybe I better go down there and get rid of him for you because you’re treading some dangerous waters,” said Teri. “Don’t forget, I saw your face, too.”
 
   “We could go down the fire escape,” Leah suggested when she got out of the shower. “We could all sneak out, catch an early flight back to Chicago and hide in his very own building. He’d never find us there.”
 
   “Not a bad idea,” agreed Teri. “He’s never been to our office in the three years I’ve been there, why would he look on the eleventh floor for Cinderella here?”
 
   “You weren’t planning to leave him a glass slipper or anything, were you?” Leah asked Jackie.
 
   “I don’t even think a fairy godmother is going to get me out of this mess,” sighed Jackie.
 
   “Why did you say yes to breakfast?” asked Leah.
 
   “You should have seen his face,” Teri said. “I don’t think he’s used to taking no for an answer.”
 
   “I was afraid he wouldn’t leave if I said no, so I thought it would just be easier to have breakfast with him and then tell him I’m not going to see him again.”
 
   “Do you want to see him?” asked Leah.
 
   Jackie couldn’t answer the question honestly. Seeing Mitchell reminded her how cavalier she had been in giving herself away last night. It also reminded her how much just the sight and touch of him took her breath away. She rationalized it overnight by claiming it was the drinks, the darkness, the warm night air. In the climate-controlled sober daylight of her hotel room, though, there was no mistaking the same electricity was still there.
 
   Did she want to see him again? No doubt it would be easier not to. Pack the experience away like her luggage and begin the long process of forgetting it had ever happened. Every moment in his presence was going to make it harder to forget him. One minute in her hotel room reignited every spark from last night’s fire. Breakfast sounded dangerous. After all, he was her boss. And she had been down that road before.
 
   “Okay, let me rephrase that since you’re not going to answer me,” said Leah. “Why do you think he wants to see you? He’s crapping on the rules of one-night stands by showing up the next morning with a rose. What’s the message there?”
 
   Surprisingly, Jackie hadn’t thought of it that way. She had been busy thinking of her own feelings, worrying about her friends, and trying to think of a hundred ways to forget her need to have him touch her just one more time. This was a new consideration. Why did he want to see her? Had last night meant something to him, too? Did he view it as more than just one impulsive and satisfying night?
 
   “I think there’s only one way to find out,” Jackie said.
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell tried to get comfortable in one of the overstuffed lobby chairs. He wanted to look casual, but his nerves were taut. Last night, after he left Jackie at her hotel, had been miserable. He got to his brother’s house late and had to wake him up to open the door. Jimmy had a huge house by Key West standards. It was a former cottage in Old Towne which he had added onto enough times that it no longer resembled the original but had a style all its own. Kind of like his brother Jimmy. Defying a simple description, but somehow memorable and comfortable in a nonconventional way.
 
   His secretary had called Jimmy to let him know Mitchell was coming down for the weekend, but it didn’t matter. Jimmy wouldn’t have done anything special anyway. He didn’t have to. Mitchell had his own guest wing built a few years back when things first started to go south with his marriage. He had spent a lot of weekends letting the Florida sun leech the bitterness out of his bones. Late last night, he and Jimmy had propped up their feet, pulled something good from the liquor cabinet, and settled in to get caught up.
 
   But the only thing Mitchell really wanted to talk about was Jackie.
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Jimmy had said after listening to his brother for a long time. “Before you come say hello to your only living relative, you stop by a bar, grab a woman, and have sex on the beach.”
 
   “Sounds bad when you put it that way.”
 
   “I think it sounds pretty good,” Jimmy said. “And you look a hell of a lot more relaxed than you have in years.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “But what?
 
   “I’m never going to see her again.”
 
   “Thought you said it was good sex. Heard something about chemistry in there.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Jimmy laughed. “Come on. Give up the self-flagellation over Lisa. That was over a long time ago.”
 
   Mitchell had sat, head in hands, across from his younger brother.
 
   “Signed the final papers this week. She got half of enough stuff to remind me not to be so stupid again.”
 
   “But she doesn’t own any of you anymore.”
 
   Mitchell’s head came up and he stared at his brother with appreciation. “You’re right about that. Sometimes you’re a genius, Jimmy.”
 
   “And I believe I’m the one who told you to do the pre-nup thing.”
 
   “Do you think she planned to get her hands on my money from the start?”
 
   “Dunno. I don’t plan what I’m doing tomorrow, so I’m no judge.”
 
   Mitchell had been silent a moment.
 
   “Don’t tell me you think your chemistry lab partner from tonight is after your half of your money,” Jimmy said.
 
   “Nope. Doesn’t even know who I am. Just a guy named Mitchell.”
 
   “That all?”
 
   “I might have told her about Rocky.”
 
   Jimmy smiled and took a long drink. “I loved that horse.”
 
   “Me, too. But now I have to figure out what to do about Jackie.”
 
   “You know where she’s staying. What’s stopping you from showing up at her room in the morning? Bring her to the shop, I’ll hook you up with moped rentals for the day.”
 
   “Think that’s a smart idea?”
 
   “Already told you that you look relaxed for once.”
 
   They had talked half the night and Mitchell had lain awake the other half, watching the clock.
 
   Now in the lobby, the clock ticked off ten minutes since he first tried to make the upholstered chair bend to his will. He vaguely noticed the tropical-style Christmas songs playing in the lobby and the colorful bulbs on small trees placed tactfully around the seating area. His eyes were trained on the elevator door. He watched an elevator start on the fourteenth floor and make its way down, stopping several times. He stood up. This was the one.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Jackie clutched the small bag she packed just in case. It was only one meal, right? She felt a little stab of guilt when she remembered what she put in the bag. She told her friends it was breakfast and goodbye so they’d get off her case and they could get on with their last day in paradise before boarding their flight to Chicago tomorrow morning, bright and early.
 
   She really did have good intentions. She was just a little weak. Weak in the knees when Mitchell handed her the rose and brushed her fingers. Weak everywhere when he commanded her presence at breakfast, assuring she wouldn’t stand him up with a short but powerful kiss. Most of all, weak in resolve.
 
   There was something, okay everything, about him that she found hard to resist.
 
   So the sunscreen, sunglasses, and red dotted Swiss two-piece bathing suit were rolled up in the corner of her bag. Just in case she had to sacrifice her whole day to save her friends from getting canned by the boss. They were small items, but she felt a little guilty tucking them in. Her cell phone was in the bag, too, and she promised to call Teri and Leah so they’d know what she was up to and where they could meet up with her later.
 
   With each floor she descended, her nerves increased. Sure, she was operating on an empty stomach, a cup of coffee, no sleep, and a giddy rush whenever she even dared to review last night. But she was trying to look cool and play it cool.
 
   The door opened, she tightened her grip on the bag over her shoulder, and she strode out of the elevator in her red sling-back sandals and knee length red sundress.
 
   Mitchell stood next to a chair which looked much too small to contain him. He was a commanding six foot two and she felt a thrill race through her empty stomach when she remembered how he had mastered her body last night. He looked like he was ready to do the same thing this morning. Despite his casual clothes, he still looked like he could be presiding over an international business meeting.
 
   He was waiting only a few yards from the elevators, and he closed the distance as soon as her door opened. Like a tiger ready to pounce.
 
   “Hungry?” he asked.
 
   “Starving.”
 
   He stepped behind her, reached an arm across her and rested his large warm hand on her cool shoulder. Her sundress was perfect for the hot day promised by the weather forecast, but the cool lobby and the touch of his hand made her shiver. She knew he had to notice it.
 
   “Maybe you’d like to eat outside? I can get us a table in the sun.”
 
   “I’d love it.”
 
   Mitchell spoke quietly to the hostess at the little stand on the patio. The restaurant overlooked the Gulf of Mexico and the morning light shimmered over the water. Their table had a prime view of the water because it was by itself on a small upper deck, its own island. There were no tables near them, but they could see the whole restaurant. Last night, Jackie had seen Mitchell put a fifty dollar bill on the bar for the waitress. How many of those bills did he have on him? She imagined the hostess would be having a fun day of shopping when she got off work.
 
   She forgot she was staring at him instead of her menu until he spoke without even glancing up.
 
   “I’m flattered that you’re considering having me for breakfast, and I’ll admit I like the idea, but you might want to pick something out before our waiter comes back.”
 
   Jackie felt a slow flush creep over her neck and make her ears feel hot. Eating him for breakfast. Hmmm, tempting. But she had to keep her game face on and figure out what she was going to do about this infatuation before it could lead to disaster. A graceful exit after a congenial meal. It was the only way.
 
   “Do you, um, have any recommendations? I’m guessing you’ve been here before?”
 
   Mitchell looked her over. “I like it all,” he said.
 
   Jackie managed to focus on the menu. Keep it simple, she thought. Choose something to eat, fill the tank, and you’ll be able to think better. Fortify with some protein, and you’ll be able to resist and get back to being the sensible girl you usually are. The girl who does not meet men in bars, fall into their arms, and then stay awake all night thinking about them. The girl who does not accidentally sleep with her boss and jeopardize her career and all her friends’ jobs. The girl who could reasonably think of a way out of this mess. The girl who hadn’t had this much fun in a while…
 
   She managed to order and speak rationally to the waiter while trying not to look at Mitchell’s lips and eyes and hands as he chatted with the waiter and ordered his food. She wrenched her eyes from the temptation across the table and looked out at the blue, sparkling water.
 
   She should be out there with Leah and Teri lying on the beach, complaining about their jobs, their love lives, their mothers…all the things they usually talked about. They should be making their plans for Shelly’s wedding and maybe even doing some good-spirited complaining about the bridesmaid dresses they were all enduring. It was a Christmas season wedding and Shelly had chosen black dresses with a sash made of a Christmas plaid done up in shiny taffeta. The black dress? Gorgeous. The plaid sash? Glitzy like a clearance prom dress. The flower girls were going to look cute. The big girls, well…they loved their friend enough to wear that awful sash. Cheerfully.
 
   “You’re smiling,” Mitchell said. “You told me last night that you love the water.”
 
   Jackie nodded. Let him think it was the water putting the little smile on her face. Sure, it was beautiful, but it was only one piece of the puzzle this morning.
 
   “I think I could get used to living here.” She turned her blue eyes on him and said, “You live here, don’t you?” She wondered how he would answer. Would he openly lie to continue the charade?
 
   Mitchell hesitated a fraction of a second and then nodded.
 
   “I own a business on the island.”
 
   He didn’t seem inclined to offer more details, and she knew very well why. He may have a house and a business on the island, but he owned businesses all over the country and had multiple houses. If he wanted to pretend to be a local, though, she’d let him. This was their last date anyway.
 
   “Have you seen much of the island?” he asked.
 
   “Hardly any. I’m just here for the weekend.”
 
   Mitchell looked puzzled. “And you haven’t been here before? Cruise ships dock here all the time. I guess I thought you might be a regular here.”
 
   A regular. Didn’t sound like much of a compliment at all. Like a regular bar wench, a regular one-night stand, a regular dancer who danced her way into men’s beds for the weekend. She concentrated hard on the plate of eggs and toast the waiter laid in front of her. She knew Mitchell was waiting for a reply, but instead she carefully unrolled her silverware from its napkin and spread the napkin neatly on her lap.
 
   Suddenly, her hunger was replaced by a cool helping of reality. Mitchell’s reputation for being a bastard in business had been earned somehow. He probably was glad she worked on a cruise ship, so she’d sail off and he wouldn’t be saddled with her. She took a bite of toast. Fuel up, and say goodbye.
 
   “I’d like to show you the island from a local’s perspective,” he said.
 
   What was with this guy? Maybe he needed some entertainment for the weekend and decided she was it. She wished he was easier to refuse. Sitting close to him with their knees brushing under the table, she experienced a taste of the flames that devoured them last night when they cast restraint to the trade winds and explored every part of each other’s body. Jackie tried to squelch the image and those sensations. Her plan was to say goodbye.
 
   “That’s a nice offer, but my friends are counting on me to go sightseeing with them.”
 
   “About your friends,” Mitchell said. Suddenly he looked very serious, almost worried. Oh, god, he knows who they are. He didn’t recognize her because she had only worked for his company for six months and he had seldom, if ever, been in the Chicago office during that time. Her friends, though, had been there for several years. He knew. Maybe he’d take it easy on them. He could choose to let it go. So what if they called in sick, shut down the accounting floor, and took off for the weekend? He was here, too, right? Of course, he did own the company. A minor difference.
 
   “I have to confess something,” he continued.
 
   Oh, God. He’d already fired them and they were packing their bags in tears upstairs and wondering where she was and what they were going to do.
 
   “I wanted you all to myself.”
 
   Jackie looked curiously at him. What?
 
   “What do you mean?” She tried to sound as neutral as possible.
 
   “While I was waiting for you in the lobby, I sent them tickets for a sightseeing charter boat. The tickets should have been delivered about twenty minutes ago. I’m hoping they’re heading downstairs to the dock right now.”
 
   Jackie was stunned. He deliberately separated her from her friends and bought them off with free tickets. She knew her mouth was open a little, but she didn’t care. How dare he be so manipulative? How dare he buy her time for the day? No wonder people thought he was such a jerk. No wonder he had millions of dollars. He didn’t care how he got it.
 
   “You bought my friends off?”
 
   “It’s a first-class tour. It lasts all day. They’ll have lots of fun.”
 
   “You tricked me.”
 
   Mitchell’s lips quirked up just a little and a few fine lines appeared outside his eyes. He was enjoying this, she thought. He was having so much fun he was even trying hard not to laugh.
 
   “It comes with a beach barbeque and all the alcohol they can drink. I know the man who owns the company. Trust me, they’ll never forget it.”
 
   He was still smiling just a little and looking pleased with himself. Jackie tried to remember she was angry. Damn him for having a smile that started with his eyes and spread over his handsome face until it softened his square jaw just a little.
 
   Just right.
 
   Damn him for giving her friends a way nicer day than they could ever afford on their own because they didn’t exactly make a fortune working for his company. Damn him for being the largest temptation ever thrown in her path in all her twenty-five years.
 
   Jackie struggled with herself. He wanted her all to himself for the day. He liked what he experienced last night and wanted at least one more day of it. He conspired to remove any obstacles like friendship and loyalty so he could get what he wanted. He was deceitful. He was hiding something. He had not been honest about anything so far. The jerk probably wasn’t even a Taurus.
 
   A little trickle of guilt lapped at her feelings of outrage. She hadn’t exactly been honest with him about anything, either. About the only thing in the open between them so far was her real first name. He had used his real first name, too. But she also knew his last name and quite a few more things.
 
   A boat horn just below them at the docks interrupted her thoughts. It sounded twice.
 
   “That’s probably them leaving right now,” Mitchell said.
 
   Jackie jumped up and went over to the railing and the view of the docks and the water. She was furious. Trapped. She thought she might just recognize those two girls waiting in line with a handful of other people to board a beautiful sailboat. It was a long green sailboat with colorful graphics on the side advertising its sightseeing service and phone number. Deckhands in matching uniforms of white shirts and green shorts were helping guests board and already offering trays of drinks and food.
 
   “Hey,” she yelled, waving furiously at the familiar sundress on the one girl and shorts and t-shirt on the other.
 
   The two girls looked up and waved back. Even from a distance, Jackie could see they looked ecstatic. They were leaving her like rats leaving a sinking ship. Her two best friends were taking free tickets from their jerk of a boss and leaving her to fend off temptation all by herself. Jackie waved back, helpless. She couldn’t stop them now, but she felt betrayed and angry. How dare they look so happy?
 
   Her back was to the table where Mitchell sat. She knew he was watching her. She could feel his eyes poring over the back of her shoulders and all down the rest of her. Her hands gripped the rail. Her friends were pretty much telling her to just go with it and have fun with Mitchell all day. Accepting his tickets was some pretty shortsighted thinking on their part.
 
   One of her main goals for agreeing to see him this morning was to, ironically, protect her friends’ identity. Now they were off thinking only of having fun and getting what they could out of the weekend. Hmmm. Have fun on his dime all day and take him for a ride. If he intended to use her for the day, maybe two could play this game.
 
   She turned around and leaned her back against the railing. She faced Mitchell and looked him in the eye. This dangerous dance they were doing with each other kept on adding more complicated steps, but she was a fast learner. He would be a formidable foe, but she could dance the dance, too. After all, she knew who he was, and, as far as she knew, he thought she was someone she wasn’t. Just thinking about having the upper hand, even a little, gave her stare-down a little more confidence.
 
   Mitchell locked eyes with her for a moment and then smiled congenially. “You should finish your breakfast,” he said. “We’ve got a big day ahead of us.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   A taxi dropped them off in front of an elaborate building just outside the downtown area of Key West. It was a brightly-colored caricature of what tourists probably thought buildings on this island should look like. Instead of being one cohesive structure, it looked like four long buildings joined together under one roof. The silver metal roof also covered a deep porch which ran the length of the whole front side. Each of the four buildings sported a coat of different and impossibly bright colors.
 
   A small yellow storefront on one end advertised its offerings with a huge painted wooden cut-out of an ice cream cone out front. The next electric green part of the building was a t-shirt shop. Key West t-shirts and tourist trap souvenirs hung in the windows. A lady was putting shirts up outside, too, preparing for a hot sunny Saturday with tourists crawling all over the island.
 
   Mitchell paid the taxi driver generously. He put his hand across Jackie’s shoulders again and steered her toward the building. They approached the third and, by far, largest part of the tourist-mall structure. It was electric orange with a moped suspended from the roof. A large colorful sign announced it as Hermanos Island Mopeds. Jackie wasn’t surprised by the name. She saw signs for it yesterday and noticed coupons in the tourist magazines at the airport. Coupons on the hotel desk and in their rooms advertised ten dollars off a day’s moped rental. It was apparently a local institution. And it had great advertising.
 
   She stopped in her tracks before they reached the porch.
 
   “Are we renting a moped?”
 
   Her resolve to be a fearless match for Mitchell’s machinations had strengthened by the minute in the taxi. She was playing along, matching his interest with a carefree spirit which emboldened her.
 
   All well and good until she faced that moped hanging crazily at an angle just below the huge sign. She had never been on a moped or a motorcycle in her life. Didn’t even own a bicycle. The last time she had been on a bike she was twelve and her parents still lived in the suburbs on a street quiet enough to ride. And she didn’t miss it. Inline skates she could do. A moped? No way. Her insides turned to jelly.
 
   “It’ll be fun,” Mitchell said. “Best way to see the island.”
 
   “That’s what all those Hermanos ads say,” she said.
 
   “I know,” he said.
 
   He wore the same wicked grin he had at breakfast when he announced her friends were going out to sea with free tickets. They were probably sunning themselves on the deck of a sailboat sipping drinks offered by handsome waiters in deck shoes and shorts. Some friends.
 
   “You’re not afraid of riding a moped, are you?”
 
   “Of course not,” she said quickly. Unless Mitchell was obtuse, she knew she wasn’t fooling him.
 
   “You’ll have to pass the test,” he said. “Just a formality.”
 
   “Test?”
 
   “Just some cones out back that you have to run the moped through. Safety course. Just makes sure you know how to drive one so you don’t end up road kill on the wild streets of Key West.”
 
   “Oh,” she said. All her plans of looking cool and beating him at his own game were going to come down to her desperate attempt to navigate a two-wheeled contraption with a powerful motor through traffic cones. With people watching. Maybe being road kill would be the least of her problems.
 
   Maybe it was the feeling of panic, but Jackie could swear she heard dogs barking from somewhere. It sounded like a lot of dogs. I should get out of the sun…or lay off the alcohol. Or both.
 
   “Hey, Mitchell.”
 
   A tall man who looked like an untrimmed version of Mitchell leaned against a rough wood pillar on the shady porch. Floppy chunks of dark hair nearly shaded deep green eyes. He looked like he hadn’t shaved in about three days, and his Canvas shorts were fringy around the edges. His bare feet were jammed into untied sneakers, and he wore a faded Hermanos Island Mopeds shirt that had once been red.
 
   “Jimmy,” said Mitchell. “Didn’t think you’d be up yet.”
 
   “Gonna be busy today. Besides, I think I got more sleep than you did.” Jimmy looked at Jackie and grinned. “And now I see why.”
 
   His glance swept over her and left a warm glow. His smile was friendly. When Mitchell’s glance swept her, his look was predatory.
 
   “This is Jackie,” Mitchell said.
 
   “I figured. I’m Jimmy.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Jimmy,” she said.
 
   So, Jimmy and Mitchell had already talked about her. No doubt they were related. Brothers? Probably. Jackie was in over her head, but she was still a quick study. Of course. The light dawned on Jackie and high school Spanish class supplied the missing piece. She glanced up at the sign over her head.
 
   “Hermanos. Brothers,” she said, as she glanced from Mitchell to Jimmy. It should have been obvious from the start. This was the business in Key West that Mitchell owned. It seemed like an unusual choice. It was totally unlike any of his other businesses and it couldn’t even come close to the profit margins he expected from his holdings. Why would he waste his time with such a small time operation? Was it because of his brother?
 
   “It’s a family business,” Mitchell said.
 
   “More or less,” Jimmy added.
 
   Mitchell’s jaw tightened and he shot Jimmy a look.
 
   “I’ll get you started,” Jimmy said and jerked his head to indicate they should follow him.
 
   As Jackie entered the cool shop with Mitchell only an inch behind her, she heard dogs barking again. Maybe it was the moped panic again, because she could see all the way through the shop to the large blacktopped lot behind it. In the lot, shining rows of mopeds waited for tourists to rent them and careen madly around the island, thumbing their noses at convention and traffic laws. It was almost as reckless and unlike her as her wild night on the sand with Mitchell last night. But this could really be deadly.
 
   Mitchell winked at her and squeezed her hand as he walked confidently toward the back door. No doubt those rows of shiny machines were just waiting to terrorize people like her, but she matched Mitchell’s brisk pace as they headed right for them. This game was not for chickens.
 
   Jimmy leaned over Jackie as she sat on the hot vinyl seat. The cute red sundress was one more obstacle she didn’t need. How was she supposed to know she’d be on a moped today? She tucked the skirt under her on the seat, but it wasn’t going to stay there for long.
 
   At least her sandals had straps on the back, so she probably wouldn’t lose them in the horrible disfiguring accident ending her young life somewhere on the streets of America’s southernmost town.
 
   “Here’s the gas,” Jimmy said. “You just turn this knob.”
 
   Gas. Right.
 
   “Brakes are here. That’s pretty important,” he said sagely.
 
   Stopping. Good idea.
 
   “Turn signals here,” he said, “Gotta use those. Cops aren’t too fond of mopeds on the streets anyway. Don’t wanna give ‘em a reason to pull you over.”
 
   Getting arrested. Hmm. Jail sounded pretty safe, all things considered. She wondered if Mitchell would bail her out. From what she had seen so far, he’d probably ask for conjugal visits. It might be worth it.
 
   Jackie looked over at Mitchell leaning against the orange wall, watching her every move. Smiling. He’s enjoying torturing me. I know it. She tried to conceal her panic at the thought of piloting a Moped, but she doubted she’d pulled it off. The way he was smiling at her, he either wanted to hear her beg for mercy, or pull her off the seat of the Moped and do things to her body that would have her begging for mercy anyway.
 
   She dragged her attention back to Jimmy who was now pointing out the orange cones and instructing her on the details of the course. She had the uncomfortable feeling she’d missed something while she was distracted by Mitchell. Jimmy patted her encouragingly on the back.
 
   “Piece of cake,” he said. “Let’s see you do it.”
 
   Jackie glanced over at Mitchell once more. She wasn’t looking for reassurance from him necessarily, but it wouldn’t hurt. He still wore that Cheshire cat smile. It irritated her enough to inspire her to take one foot off the ground and give the gas a little twist.
 
   The first ten feet went okay. She gave it a little more gas and considered planting the other foot on the footrest instead of hovering over the ground with it just in case. It might even have gone okay if she hadn’t forgotten she was supposed to go left around the first cone and then swerve right around the second. She got wrapped up in deciding which way to go and then ran squarely over the first three cones.
 
   She couldn’t tell if the laughing was from Mitchell or Jimmy, but it was loud enough to hear over the engine of the moped. Spurred by their laughter, she concentrated hard, gave it more gas, and headed for the next series of cones. She was going too fast. She knew it. Still, it might have been okay, but the hem of her sundress suddenly broke free and the full skirt flapped up in her face.
 
   Jackie jerked one hand off the handle bars to grab her dress, and that’s when it happened. She remembered looking up and seeing nothing but orange. She recalled seeing Mitchell dive out of her way, and then she was lying in something soft that tickled her legs. Her head was in someone’s lap and she could hear voices talking to her.
 
   She struggled to open her eyes, hoping maybe she had fallen asleep watching television and this was all a silly dream.
 
   “Jackie,” Mitchell said urgently. “Tell me you’re alright.” It was a command, but she could hear the tension in his voice.
 
   She snapped her eyes closed. Tight. Was she alright? With her eyes closed, she reviewed all her body parts. A slight stinging sensation on her right knee and left elbow, maybe a little bruise popping up on her shin. Something about it hitting a handlebar as she flew over… a dull ache on the side of her head. Had it hit the electric orange wall in midflight?
 
   The only agonizing pain she felt that was possibly emergency-room material was her pride.
 
   If she kept her eyes closed, maybe would they give her up for dead and eventually go away. She could crawl away under cover of nightfall and go back to Chicago where no one would ever know.
 
   “Call 911,” she heard Mitchell say. His tone brooked no opposition and she could hear someone’s voice assenting and then footsteps walking quickly away.
 
   “No,” she said. She opened her eyes and raised them to meet Mitchell’s worried ones. “I think I’m okay.”
 
   Mitchell gathered her up in his arms and held her close. Her ear pressed against the hard wall of his chest where his heart raced. He held her for a minute until she heard his heart slowly return to a normal, reassuring rhythm.
 
   There was something wonderful about being held by the man who set her world spinning since she met him just last night. How could she have only known him one day and yet be so affected by him? Last night when he held her, it had been about the magnitude of their attraction for each other. A dizzying consciousness of needing to see how their bodies would fit and to what heights they could take each other. Breakfast this morning had been a test to see who would cave first and reveal more than they wanted to.
 
   Now, in his arms, surrounded by the touch of him, the smell of him, Jackie started to feel different. Something she hadn’t experienced in a long time. In his eyes, she saw something echoing her own thoughts.
 
   He cared about her, at least a little. She could see it, if only just for a few minutes. She wanted to close her eyes and savor how good it was to be held like this, but she was afraid he really would call 911 if she did.
 
   “Uh, Jackie,” said Jimmy.
 
   She looked over to where Jimmy was sitting cross-legged between her and a mangled looking moped.
 
   “I don’t think I can rent you a Moped.”
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell wanted to kick himself clear back to Chicago.
 
   As he sat there holding Jackie’s still body in his arms, he replayed her accident a thousand times and it was his fault every damn one of them. Since he met her last night in that bar on Duval Street, he hadn’t been able to do one rational thing.
 
   This morning, he was desperate to convince himself he was not interested in her as anything other than a fantastic memory of physical pleasure on the sand. One visit to her hotel room, and it would put his mind at ease and he could forget about her. But when he got there and saw her again, even for just the brief moment before her roommate slammed the door, he knew his feelings from the night before weren’t going to go quietly.
 
   On the way downstairs in the elevator, he made a plan to get the whole day with her all to himself. Bribing her friends with a sightseeing tour they believed was coming from Jackie was probably a bad idea. There was no doubt she’d know he’d lied about that part before the sun went down tonight, but he didn’t care. He was used to getting what he wanted. And he knew he wanted at least another day with Jackie.
 
   Rational thinking? Not since an hour before midnight last night when he first laid eyes on her. He was acting like an idiot and he knew it. Pushing her into riding a moped when she had clearly not been crazy about doing it was his crowning achievement of stupidity today.
 
   What had gotten into him? All he knew was his desire to be with her had thrown everything else out the window. But then in one second he forgot about himself. Her red skirt flapped in her face. She lost control of the moped. With a sickening thud, her beautiful body flew into the wall not five feet from him. And his entire world went into slow motion. He flew to her side in a second, but it was an eternity before she opened her eyes.
 
   Now, watching her eyelids flutter open, he could breathe again.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Jackie would have lain there in Mitchell’s arms for the rest of the morning, but a strange sensation startled her into reality. Someone or something was licking her bare feet. She opened her eyes wide as a long tongue slid between her toes. She smiled when she saw the culprit.
 
   “Roscoe, knock it off,” Jimmy said as he jumped up and grabbed the dog’s collar.
 
   “It’s okay,” Jackie said. “I like dogs.”
 
   “With Roscoe, though, you don’t know where that tongue has been,” Jimmy said.
 
   Roscoe looked like a dog who had seen better days. A medium-sized brownish-colored dog with an uneven coat and an endearing face and eyes. He only had three legs and his tail was missing.
 
   “I thought I heard dogs barking,” said Jackie. “Now it makes sense.”
 
   “Let’s get you inside,” Mitchell said. He stood up, leaned down, and wrapped his arms around Jackie to pull her up to standing.
 
   “Okay?” he asked.
 
   For a second, the world swirled and went black except for some little white lights that looked like stars. It went away after a few seconds, though, and Jackie was just about to declare the all clear when she felt herself leaving the ground. This time, though, she wasn’t flying through the air over a moped. Instead, strong arms lifted her and held her against a hard wall of chest.
 
   “I can walk,” she whispered, “you don’t have to do this.”
 
   Mitchell ignored her. She opened her eyes and saw the firm set of his jaw and decided it was pointless to argue. And he smelled so good. She rested her cheek against his shoulder and gave up all resistance.
 
   Mitchell carried her into a small office and laid her down on a couch. It was dark and cool compared to the white heat outside and the hot asphalt of the moped lot.
 
   “Really, I’m fine,” she insisted. “Just a few scrapes.”
 
   Mitchell knelt next to her.
 
   “Really,” she said and sat up.
 
   Mitchell sat down next to her on the couch. He was very close, their bare legs touched. Skin on skin contact brought back last night with a sudden rush of awareness.
 
   Last night was reckless. And recklessness is just the reason her elbow and knee were on fire today. She needed to keep herself together.
 
   “Think your brother will change his mind about renting me a moped?” she asked.
 
   Mitchell laughed, his face so close to hers she could see the tiny lines around his eyes and the delicious curve of his lips.
 
   “If he does, he’s an even worse businessman than I thought,” he said.
 
   Jackie looked around the well-appointed office.
 
   “It doesn’t look like a bad business to me,” she said. “You’ve got lots of advertising out there, discount coupons everywhere, and a nice operation here.”
 
   Mitchell looked like he wanted to say something, but he closed his mouth again. Jackie tried to remember all the things she wasn’t supposed to know about Mitchell. Maybe it was best to just steer clear of this whole conversation.
 
   “The liability insurance must be a real killer, though,” she said, smiling for the first time since her crash. “You’ll probably have to do the driving on our island tour.”
 
   “That’s for sure,” he said.
 
   “I’ll ride on the back.”
 
   “No,” Mitchell said. “No more mopeds for you today. If you break your leg, you’re out of a job.”
 
   It was eerie, hearing Mitchell suggest she could be out of a job, and it took her a second to remember he still thought she was a dancer on a cruise ship and her ship was leaving tomorrow. Jackie was not a habitual and talented liar, and this game of deception was getting more and more difficult to play along with.
 
   Why not just say “look, it’s a crazy mistake. I didn’t know who you were, you didn’t know who I was, turns out I work for you, and my friends and I called in sick and took off for a wild weekend, but hey, what happens in Key West stays in Key West.” Or something like that.
 
   Jackie looked closely at Mitchell’s face and tried to read his expression. He didn’t seem like the kind of man who would appreciate her deception.
 
   Ride it out. Have fun. Your friends deserted you for the day anyway. Enjoy the sunshine, the island, the attentions of a sexy man.
 
   “You look so serious,” Mitchell said. “Are you sure you’re okay?”
 
   “Yep,” she said.
 
   “Do you want to continue our tour of the island?”
 
   “Why not.”
 
   “I’ll be right back,” he said and left the room.
 
   Alone, Jackie relaxed against the back of the couch and rested her head. She closed her eyes and took several deep steadying breaths. Glad to have a minute alone, but she also missed the warmth of Mitchell’s leg against hers.
 
   “Jackie?”
 
   A quiet woman’s voice. She took a second to place it. Marybess. Jimmy had introduced her a little while ago. Marybess looked like a neater version of Key West style than Jimmy. Long black hair and dark olive skin. Tiny and so petite Jackie suspected her Hermanos t-shirt was actually a child’s size from their gift shop.
 
   Marybess stood next to Jackie with a questioning look.
 
   “I brought you some band aids for your knee and elbow,” she said.
 
   Jackie sat up a little straighter. “Thanks.”
 
   “I’ll do your elbow, you can do your knee.”
 
   “Sounds good. Do you have to do this a lot? I mean, I’m not the first person to crash during the test, am I?
 
   Marybess smiled. “There have been some minor scrapes, but yours took the cake.”
 
   “I was afraid of that.”
 
   “I thought Mitchell was going to have a heart attack. I saw his face when you crashed into the wall.”
 
   “I almost hit him.”
 
   “Yep, but it wasn’t that. I think he was afraid he’d lost you.”
 
   Jackie laughed nervously. “Well, he hardly even has me. We just met last night.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   Jackie nodded.
 
   “If you say so, but I’ll tell you, I’ve known him for several years now, and this is the only time I’ve actually thought he looked happy to be alive.”
 
   “Really,” said Jackie. Interesting. A glimpse into the mind of Mitchell Ames.
 
   “Jimmy says he looks almost like he used to look, before—
 
   “Feeling better?” Mitchell asked. He filled the door frame. Jackie wondered how long he had stood there before he spoke up. She tried to decide if he did look happy to be alive. He sure seemed quite alive last night. And happy? She’d have to know him better to know.
 
   “Much better,” she said.
 
   “I called for a rental car,” he said. “We have about a half hour before it gets here.”
 
   “You should come see the animals while you wait,” Marybess suggested.
 
   “Animals?”
 
   “We run a rescue shelter in each of the moped rental stores. This one is full right now.”
 
   Jackie looked at Mitchell to gauge his reaction to the idea of a shelter tour. He shrugged.
 
   “If you want to,” he said.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   ****
 
   Jimmy glowed with delight and enthusiasm for his animal rescue operation. He led them into the fourth part of the building. Sparkling clean kennels and cages lined the walls. Behind the building there were larger fenced in areas and grassy places for dogs to play.
 
   “Right now we have a couple of chickens, some real oddball animals that we don’t know what to do with, about 40 cats, and six dogs. Not counting Roscoe, he’s ours.”
 
   “How did you acquire Roscoe?” Jackie asked.
 
   “Mitchell brought him in. It was a couple of years ago when he spent all his weekends down here trying to get an attitude transplant.”
 
   “Thanks a lot, Jimmy,” Mitchell said.
 
   “Just sayin’ you needed to relax like everybody else does. And there’s no place better for some serious chill time than the Keys. Anyway, Mitch found Roscoe along highway A1A. Made a hell of a mess in his Jaguar.”
 
   “I always hated that car anyway,” Mitchell said. “I was generous enough to give the beast to my brother as a sign of my family affection.”
 
   “The dog or the jaguar?” Jackie asked.
 
   “Dog.”
 
   “Very noble,” Jackie said with a grin and then turned back to Jimmy. “What do you do with them all?”
 
   “Hope we find them a home and take care of them until we do. Sometimes it takes a while.”
 
   Jimmy approached a row of cages set farther away from the others. Jackie followed him and then took a step back.
 
   “These are some of our resident oddballs. One parrot, an iguana, one tragically ugly snake, and two ferrets,” Jimmy explained. “We had a squirrel over here in not-so-domesticated land, but he was injured when he came in. Poor thing didn’t make it.”
 
   They all looked down and composed a serious expression out of deference to Jimmy’s feelings.
 
   “Whatever happened to the goat?” Mitchell asked.
 
   “You won’t believe it. I found it a home. Goat farmer came in to rent a moped, ended up taking the goat home with him. Hope it liked the long car ride home.”
 
   “Where was he from?” Jackie asked.
 
   “Ohio.”
 
   They were all silent for a beat.
 
   “Hard to imagine a goat riding all the way to Ohio in a car,” Jackie said.
 
   A long moment passed. Mitchell’s cell phone chirped in his pocket and a man’s voice on speaker phone interrupted their thoughts of goats and squirrels. Mitchell fumbled to get the phone out of the cargo pocket on his knee-length shorts, but the button slowed him down. They all heard the voice say,
 
   “Hey, Mitchell, it’s Hal. Listen, I want to talk to you about the Chicago sale. I’ve been running the numbers…”
 
   Mitchell finally got the phone out of his pocket and his finger on the speaker button and Hal’s voice disappeared. Mitchell stalked out the front door with the phone held to his ear.
 
   Jackie, along with everyone else, had heard the words Chicago sale. She knew what that meant. His only business in Chicago was the talent booking agency she worked for. Rumors had flown for the last month about a possible sale of the whole operation, but upper administration had played the ‘deny and reassure’ game. Teri thought it was a real possibility and was probably the most worried about it since she’d been there longest and had the most to lose. Now, hearing the words out of Hal’s mouth, whoever he was, drove it home for Jackie. The blood draining out of her face left her dizzy and lightheaded.
 
   She turned away from Jimmy and Marybess and sat down on the floor with the dozens of cats and kittens crawling all over an elaborate maze. Carpeted towers with perches of various heights rose almost to the ceiling and it was alive with curious cats. Jackie picked up a small gray kitten and pulled it into her lap. She couldn’t look at Jimmy or Marybess right now. She tried to focus on petting the soft warm fur while trying to remember to take deep breaths. A distraction was what she needed. A convenient back door for her to run away was what she needed.
 
   “You okay, Jackie?” Marybess asked. “Suddenly you don’t look so good.”
 
   “I’m fine,” she said, “just hanging out with the kitties for a minute.”
 
   “You might as well while the boss is wheeling and dealing,” Jimmy said. “All that buying and selling keeps him busy.” Jimmy winked, “I think he’s gaining the world and losing his soul.”
 
   Jackie laughed lightly. “I hope it’s not as bad as that.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t know much about it.” Jimmy shrugged. “Guess I never did see where all that exchanging of money gets you.”
 
   “It does pay for all this,” Marybess said.
 
   “Yeah,” Jimmy said.
 
   “He pays for the animal rescue?” Jackie asked.
 
   “Basically,” Jimmy said. “Renting mopeds is good business, but keeping hundreds of animals throughout the Keys takes pretty much all the profit and then some.”
 
   Jackie continued stroking the little gray cat. Maybe it was crashing her moped into a wall, but her head was swimming about a certain millionaire named Mitchell Ames. What kind of a man bought and sold businesses and changed hundreds of lives with one phone call…but then ran a profitless front for an animal shelter?
 
   The kitten tugged at her finger with its tiny teeth. Maybe she should take the little gray cat home to Chicago where it would fit right in at their office. It was gray and needed some love. And it knew a thing or two about being out on the streets.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   “Car’s here,” Mitchell said. “Ready, Jackie?”
 
   Jackie still sat on the floor trying to clear her head and focus on the soft gray fur of her new friend. She was alone. Jimmy was out back helping some other tourist with a moped rental and Marybess returned to the store.
 
   Mitchell took Jackie’s hand and pulled her up. She wanted to ask him how his phone call went and if he had managed to sell off the business employing several hundred people including herself and her best friends. What could she say to him, though? He still didn’t know who she was and she was pretty much at his mercy at least for the afternoon. Not that it was much of a hardship when she felt his hand enclose hers and had to resist running her other fingers along his jaw line and down his neck. Maybe it was a hardship. He was a hard man to resist even if she wanted to.
 
   She took a deep breath and went out front with him. Sitting in the parking lot in front of the hanging moped sign was the ugliest car Jackie had ever seen. It was a rusty convertible that had to have been manufactured before she was even born. The vinyl seats probably were an exact match for the burgundy-ish paint when it was new. Now, they didn’t look like anything she’d even want to sit on. They were cracked and soaking up the Florida sun like a frying pan. Seriously. A millionaire driving this car?
 
   Mitchell stood next to the driver’s door and swept his arm over the car in a large arc. He looked like a game show host presenting the grand prize. A ridiculous grin spread over his face, softening his square jaw and making him look damn near boyish. What was in the coffee he had this morning?
 
   “This, my dear, is a Chrysler K car, circa 1982. It’s a slice of Americana and it’s all ours for the day.”
 
   Jackie stood there and stared at the car. She would have been a whole lot less surprised if he had arranged for a Mercedes convertible or a private jet to chauffeur them around for the day.
 
   Mitchell ducked his head and grinned at her. “Say something, Jackie, or I’ll think you don’t like it.”
 
   “I was thinking,” she said slowly, “maybe I could give that moped one more try.”
 
   “Hey,” Jimmy said as he came out the front door, “you got your favorite car. Can’t believe they still rent this one out.”
 
   The two brothers walked around the car, looking at it reverently and smiling at some private joke. Jackie noticed how much they resembled each other, but Jimmy looked a few years younger than Mitchell. Maybe he just lived a younger life style. Although he got plenty of sun. From the company profile on the website, she surmised that Mitchell was close to thirty. Pretty young for a corporate executive.
 
   Mitchell took the tail of his shirt and buffed away at a scratch on the front fender. Jimmy popped the hood and admired the tiny engine. Jackie leaned against a porch pillar wondering what kind of a crazy situation she’d gotten herself into this time and vowing to stay out of the sun as long as she could. Maybe it rattles your brain at this latitude.
 
   “Mitchell’s got some crazy attachment to these ugly beasts,” Jimmy explained. “I think it goes back to his childhood. His dad had one a lot like this.”
 
   “His dad?” Jackie asked, puzzled.
 
   “Long story,” Mitchell said.
 
   “Keep it under a hundred, Mitch,” said Jimmy. “It has zero style, but it’s got some serious giddyup,” he explained to Jackie.
 
   “It has an FM radio and all four hubcaps,” Mitchell said in mock defensiveness, “and it even gets decent mileage.”
 
   “It’s a green choice, bro, a green choice. You guys have fun,” Jimmy said and sauntered into his moped shop. “I’ll just be here trying to straighten out the front tire on that moped.”
 
   Jackie had an alarming new thought. “Am I going to have to pay for the damage on that moped?”
 
   Mitchell pulled open the squeaky passenger side door and held it open. He leaned very close as she stepped in. “It’s tempting to make you work it off, but don’t worry, we’re insured against women like you,” he said in a low voice right next to her ear. She wondered if what he said had a double meaning.
 
   “Does that mean you’re not letting me drive?” she asked.
 
   “Depends on what you’re driving.”
 
   He backed the convertible out of its space and they took off along the waterfront. They passed old seaport buildings, charter boat docks, and palm trees sheltering colorful bungalows. It was all exotic, exhilarating. For a girl who grew up in Wisconsin and spent all her Decembers where it was cold and gray, this was heavenly and lush with temptation of all kinds.
 
   “What would you like to see?” Mitchell asked over the hum and vibration of the loud little car. “Museums and lighthouses? Pirate treasures? Dolphins?”
 
   She didn’t know. They could walk through edifying museums and learn local history. They could wade knee deep in swirling blue green waters and feel the rough sand between their toes. No matter what they did, they would feel the heat between them. And it wasn’t just the Key West sun.
 
   “Surprise me,” she said. She was along for the ride in more ways than one.
 
   “Gotcha. Secluded beaches where you can lose yourself in my charms coming right up,” he said.
 
   He wore a boyish grin. In fact, Jackie noticed he had been wearing the silly grin since his phone call from the man named Hal. Something about the phone call had lightened his mood Perhaps unloading an underperforming asset made him feel giddy. The underperforming asset where she and all her friends worked.
 
   Or maybe it was the hideous K car he thought was so marvelous. Either way, there was no connection between the man next to her and the supposed cold brooding businessman of office lore. Maybe he had a split personality. Maybe he changed with the latitude like a chameleon changes color.
 
   He slowed down and pulled off the road and onto a lane which led through some twisted palm trees. The road was hardly visible and looked like it was barely used. Not a typical tourist venue. She glanced over at Mitchell as he drove down the lane. Aside from looking distractingly handsome, he hardly looked like the same man she met last night in the bar. But he also didn’t look like a murderer luring her to her death on a deserted beach.
 
   As he drove, he rested one elbow on the door and draped the other one on the steering wheel. The sun glanced off his skin and lit up the hairs along his forearms. His t-shirt and shorts showed off his lean muscular build. Knowing what was under those casual clothes took away some of the mystery, but didn’t at all affect the desire that came with the knowledge.
 
   As the lane became lonelier and they got closer to the bright blue of the ocean peeking through the palm trees, Jackie knew what was coming. They would be alone. On a beach.
 
   As if he knew what she was thinking, he looked over at her with a sideways glance. A small smile tipped up the corner of his mouth and he shifted his hands so his left hand was on the wheel and his right hand was coming her way. He reached over and played with a lock of her hair tossed around by the ocean breeze. Then he reached down and ran his hand over her leg until he got to her knee. He hooked his hand under the edge of her sundress and began to work it up her naked thigh.
 
   When Mitchell parked the car, Jackie didn’t move for a second. She was letting him make the moves today. She could take more than her share of the responsibility for what happened last night, but she wondered where it would go when he was the one with his foot on the accelerator.
 
   He got out and came around the car to open her door. “Welcome to Blue Bottle Beach,” he said.
 
   “Blue Bottle?” she asked as she took Mitchell’s hand and got out of the car.
 
   “That’s what me and Jimmy call it. When we were kids, we found a blue bottle on this beach. It was corked closed, and there was a paper in it. We always wondered what it said.”
 
   “Didn’t you read it?”
 
   “We tried, but the cork must not have been sealed tight enough. The paper was wet and we could only make out one word.”
 
   Mitchell stopped talking and reached over to take the keys out of the ignition. He walked around to the back of the car and put a key in the lock on the trunk.
 
   “What was the word?” Jackie asked.
 
   “What word?” he asked with a wicked grin on his face.
 
   She punched him playfully on the upper arm. “You can’t start a story like that and not finish it.”
 
   He stopped fiddling with the lock on the trunk and turned to Jackie. He towered over her by more than half a foot, but his eyes and lips were still so close, too close. She couldn’t think, she could only feel. She put both her hands on his shoulders and he slipped his hands around her slim waist. He looked at her thoughtfully, searchingly.
 
   “Does every story have a satisfying ending?” he asked.
 
   “I want them all to,” she said.
 
   He leaned in and kissed her. His lips were soft, covering hers at first and claiming her completely, but then he began to search her mouth with his. He toyed with her upper lip, her lower lip and then tangled his tongue with hers. It was teasing, almost playful. His hands moved up and down her back and his fingers slipped under the straps of her sundress.
 
   She responded willingly, completely to him. She had never been with anyone who made her feel so desirable. With his looks and his money and power, he could have any woman in the world. But he was here with her. Right now.
 
   Mitchell broke the kiss and pulled back.
 
   “Got a blanket here in the trunk. I hope,” he said.
 
   “Do you always come prepared?” Jackie asked. What if he had a new woman every weekend and brought them all to this beach?
 
   Mitchell read her thoughts. “If you’re wondering if I bring lots of women here, I’ll tell you the answer,” he said.
 
   Jackie counted to ten in her head. Did she want to know?
 
   “But you’ll have to pay me with a kiss.”
 
   Jackie stood up on tiptoe and put a chaste kiss on his cheek. “Well?” she asked.
 
   “Not exactly what I had in mind,” he said.
 
   “I drive a hard bargain.”
 
   “Hmmm. Maybe I should hire you.”
 
   Okay, this was almost not funny. He had officially told her almost nothing about what he did for a living. Maybe she should just pretend she didn’t know. Honestly, she knew very little. She worked for one small part of his empire and she was only one person in one office. There was a whole lot to his story that was a complete mystery to her. She struggled to remember it was her plan for the day to keep it that way. Relax, have fun, say goodbye. Go back to work with her friends, and forget she knew far more about the man who owned the corporation than the picture and sketchy bio buried on his website. Play along, keep it light, fly home tomorrow and leave it behind. Forget.
 
   “I think it’s a great idea to hire me,” she said lightly. “I can demonstrate safe driving practices at your moped rental shop.”
 
   Mitchell grimaced and turned his attention to the rusty lock on the trunk lid. It took some jimmying, but he got it open.
 
   “Picnic lunch, too,” he said. “I ordered it with the car when I called this morning.”
 
   “You do plan ahead,” Jackie said, still wondering if this was a common occurrence for him on a Saturday.
 
   Mitchell handed her a large red blanket and took the picnic basket himself. He closed the trunk lid with his left hand and leaned on it for a moment.
 
   “The word in the bottle,” he said, “was hermanos. We always took it as a sign that our first loyalty would be to each other. I’ve almost never forgotten that.”
 
   She noticed the qualifying ‘almost’ part of his explanation. His face looked suddenly serious and she didn’t ask the questions in her mind.
 
   He put the picnic basket on his shoulder and took her hand. He led her toward a place on the beach with two palm trees growing at crooked angles. The trees were all alone in the middle of the beach, their cool shade inviting in the glare of white sand that stretched far away. One of the trees grew almost horizontally and was supported by the other. The two of them made a natural seat.
 
   “Were these trees always like this?” Jackie asked, even though she could guess the answer.
 
   “Yep. That’s where we found the blue bottle.”
 
   He put the picnic basket in the crook where the two trees made a flat little platform. He took the blanket from Jackie and the two of them spread it on the sand in the shade of the two trees. She could picture a younger Mitchell and Jimmy finding the bottle and making their pact under these trees.
 
   “I have a brother,” Jackie said suddenly. She didn’t know where it came from. She hadn’t intended to share anything personal with Mitchell and make this weekend fling any more than it was. Maybe it was because he had shared something so personal with her, she felt compelled.
 
   “Really?” Mitchell looked interested. “You haven’t told me anything about yourself.”
 
   Although true, Jackie didn’t want to get into too many details about herself. “He’s younger than I am, still in college in Wisconsin.”
 
   “That’s where you’re from?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Last night, you said you grew up by the water. I thought you meant the ocean, but now I’m guessing…Lake Superior?”
 
   “Uh-huh.” She knew she was being evasive, but what was the point of sharing anything too personal? He probably didn’t want to see her again after this weekend. She was good entertainment and company for his little weekend vacation. For that matter, she was having a fun weekend and some serious sizzle with him, but she knew she never planned to see him again after today. If he realized she had been lying to him all along anyway and actually was his employee, he would never want to see her again.
 
   Mitchell took her hand and led her into the sunshine playing along the edge of the water. They both slipped off their shoes and put their feet in the warm salty water.
 
   “Swim first or lunch first?” he asked.
 
   “I think there are rules about these things. Can’t swim until a half hour after eating.”
 
   He laughed. “I believe that’s an international law that even applies in Key West.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Mitchell didn’t know how long he slept, but the sun and shadows hadn’t moved very much. Maybe a half an hour. She was asleep next to him. Her long brown hair splayed out across the red blanket and his shoulder. The breeze stirred her hair and tickled him with it. Her blue eyes, usually so expressive, were closed. She looked relaxed, natural. Her body fit perfectly into the curves and hollows of his and he knew he could lay like this forever. He silently willed her not to wake up for a little while so he could enjoy it a little longer.
 
   No woman has ever done this to me. Not that there had been all that many. His wife had been desirable to him in a more conventional way. Their time in the bedroom was satisfying, but nothing like this. At least, he’d thought it was satisfying. His ex, Lisa, was going elsewhere for satisfaction. And he’d had no idea. She made a complete fool out of him for a long time. If it weren’t for Jimmy, it would have been longer.
 
   He didn’t want to think about that now. About how he refused to believe Jimmy and the first serious fight the two brothers ever had. Jimmy was right about Lisa all along, but no one wants to believe bad news. Maybe a little part of him knew already. Long before his little brother had to knock some sense into him. He never brought Lisa here, to his favorite place on the planet, to make love under these trees. Why had it seemed like the only place to go with Jackie? As he held her, watching her sleep, he realized he wanted to know a lot more about her.
 
   Jackie’s cell phone in her bag near their heads on the blanket chirped, and she opened her eyes with a look of alertness. Mitchell wanted to smash the phone. He had bought off her friends for the day because he wanted her all to herself.
 
   No interruptions. He watched as Jackie rolled away from him and dug through her bag. He stroked her back as she read whatever message was on her phone.
 
   “My friends,” she explained, rolling back toward him. “A text to say they’re having fun and thanks for the tickets.”
 
   “Are you planning to respond?” Mitchell asked.
 
   Jackie grinned. “I’ll text them so they’ll know you haven’t kidnapped me and headed for the equator.”
 
   Mitchell didn’t know whether to laugh or run back to one of his offices and hide. For one thing, he was afraid Jackie would notice the thanks her friends sent was addressed to her. She was a smart woman. She would know he lied about who sent those tickets if she thought about it very much.
 
   The other thing clenching his gut was realizing how far he let down his guard. Any woman could be dangerous.
 
   Especially if you opened your heart.
 
   He never wanted to go through a legal meat grinder again like with his divorce. Everyone warned him, especially his chief financial officer, Hal, and even his free-spirited brother, Jimmy. Seems like everyone except him could see what Lisa saw in him. How the hell did you trust a woman after that?
 
   Now, watching Jackie turn her phone off and slip it back into her bag, he saw nothing to gave him even the faintest alarm. No way could she be after a fortune she didn’t even know he had. As far as she knew, he owned a profitless Moped business and was happy with a car older than she was.
 
   ****
 
   They ate sandwiches and drank the bottled iced tea someone had packed. Mitchell must have some connections when it comes to rental cars and convenient lunches, Jackie thought. When they finished, they sat on the blanket with Mitchell’s back against the tree and Jackie leaning against him between his legs. It was comfortable, with her back supported against his solid chest and her legs brushing the blanket. She closed her eyes. This was too good to be true.
 
   It wasn’t the weekend she planned with her girlfriends, but it was incredible. She pictured her friends out on the ocean on a sightseeing tour. Probably spotting dolphins and going shelling on private islands. Maybe even snorkeling. She smiled, thinking of Leah and Teri doing all those wonderful things, so far away from the gray walls of their life in Chicago.
 
   “You’re smiling again,” Mitchell said. His lips brushed her ear.
 
   “Can’t help myself,” she said.
 
   “I was hoping you’d like it here.”
 
   “Doesn’t everyone?” she asked, turning her head so their cheeks touched and she could see his expression.
 
   “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve never brought anyone here before. Jimmy and I consider this our secret.”
 
   Jackie held her breath. Couldn’t speak. This was wonderful, but it was awful. Have fun on his dime? Fine. Get emotionally involved? No. But how was she supposed to pull it off when he treated her like this?
 
   For his part, Mitchell didn’t seem to be having any trouble drawing her into his arms and making her feel like this was more than just one weekend fling. Was it true what he said about never bringing anyone else here? She saw his face when he said it. If he was lying, he was a world-class liar. She also had to remember he was a businessman. Making deals and getting what he wanted out of people was a way of life for him. Although that certainly didn’t explain his relationship with Jimmy. Something about that had been making her wonder.
 
   “Jimmy said your dad owned a car like the one you rented today,” she said.
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “He said ‘your dad’ like it wasn’t ‘his dad’ too,” she said.
 
   “A technicality,” Mitchell said.
 
   Jackie waited for him to explain the technicality, but instead he opened his cell phone and glanced at it.
 
   “Has the half hour passed yet?” he asked.
 
   Jackie looked at him questioningly. He was bored with her already. He was about to check his messages. Her former boss and lover had gotten bored with her and traded her in. Even though this was just one weekend…it was going to hurt twice as much. Strangely, though, Mitchell’s look was anything but bored as he tossed the phone aside and raised his eyebrows at her.
 
   “The official waiting period for swimming,” he explained.
 
   “Oh,” she said. She took a deep breath. “Race you to the water.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It was late afternoon when they dropped the picnic basket and blanket into the trunk of the car. Jackie felt a sting of regret that the day was almost over. It was like watching a romantic scene on TV. It looked perfect, but you knew it wasn’t real and as soon as you clicked the switch, it disappeared. This day was like that. Because their romance was built entirely on not being real.
 
   What if they could go back to last night and start over with the truth? She knew better. If Mitchell knew she worked for him, he wouldn’t look twice. Especially since she was just a gray cog in the wheel of a part of the building he had never been in.
 
   Playing the part of a woman of mystery who dances on cruise ships and has one-nighters (okay, one-weekenders) with handsome men was more work than she bargained for. And she ran out of desire to play the part just about the time she got in the rusty convertible with him. It was no fun to pretend she was someone she wasn’t every time he looked at her, touched her, kissed her, and invited her to fall in love with him in a dozen other ways.
 
   And now it was over.
 
   Their day on the beach under the entwined palms was done. Her friends would be back at the hotel, washing off sunscreen and salt water in the shower. And probably waiting for her to come back so they could do what they were going to do in the first place. Celebrate together. Maybe Shelly would even come out of pre-honeymoon hiding. No more games, she would meet up with her friends and then try to get some sleep tonight.
 
   They had a plane back to reality to catch in the morning.
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell glanced over at Jackie as he drove back down the lane and realized with a jolt that her eyes were the exact blue of the bottle for which he and Jimmy had named the beach. Maybe she was too precious and beautiful to share with anyone else, too.
 
   But the weekend was over. Tomorrow he would get on his corporate plane back to Chicago and read all the reports Hal had ready for him. He’d face a meeting of stockholders on Monday morning. But he wouldn’t be thinking about them.
 
   Maybe it wasn’t quite over. If he asked her to spend the evening with him, maybe even the night…would she? Was it smart to wade in any deeper than he was already? After less than twenty four hours, he already knew he was going to miss her smile, her laugh, her blue eyes looking at him the way they did, the incredible curves of her body and how it melted into his.
 
   More time with her would make his flight to Chicago seem even lonelier.
 
   “It’s not over,” he said out loud without even thinking.
 
   Jackie tilted her face and smiled at him, a questioning look in her blue eyes.
 
   “The day. Still a couple of hours of daylight left and you haven’t seen the best sight of all.”
 
   “Hard to believe,” she said with a little grin that nearly made him pull the car over right there and take her in his arms. “What have I missed?”
 
   “Sunset. Mallory Square. Right downtown near your hotel. Everyone goes and says goodbye to the day.”
 
   Just thinking of saying goodbye made his chest tighten a little. He noticed his words were not lost on Jackie. What was she thinking? She gave him no indication she planned to continue their relationship beyond this weekend, had made no demands whatsoever on him. He knew her cruise ship left tomorrow.
 
   Jackie didn’t say anything, but she looked like she was thinking about it.
 
   “I could drop you at your hotel so you could change, and then we could watch the sunset together,” he offered. He watched her face to gauge her reaction.
 
   “I know a nice restaurant where we could get a late dinner after the sunset,” he continued. He was afraid she was going to say no. He reached over and ran his fingers over the back of her neck and her bare shoulders. He hoped, if she was waffling at all, his touch might seal the deal.
 
   “I’ll need about a half an hour,” she said.
 
   Mitchell let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding.
 
   ****
 
   As expected, Teri and Leah were taking turns showering off the external effects of their day of sightseeing. Teri had already showered and was toweling off her wet hair. Leah was getting ready to head into the bathroom when Jackie let herself into their suite with her key.
 
   “You’re back!” said Teri. “Wait ‘til we tell you all the awesome things we did today. It was the best cruise.”
 
   “Can’t thank you enough,” said Leah, “But you’re going to have to let us pay you back for those tickets. They had to cost a fortune.”
 
   “Pay me back?” asked Jackie.
 
   “Well, yeah,” said Teri. “Your note said…”
 
   “My note?”
 
   Leah and Teri both looked confused. “It said you changed your mind and decided to spend the day with Mitchell and that’s why you sent us the tour tickets,” Teri said.
 
   “You also said you didn’t want us to feel guilty using them because you didn’t want to feel guilty about abandoning us for the day,” Leah added.
 
   “It did?”
 
   “Well, we’re paraphrasing a little I think. Blame it on the sun and booze,” Teri said.
 
   “And you believed that?”
 
   Teri and Leah exchanged a glance. “We did,” said Teri, “because you’re always nice like that. Now, however, I feel like a total idiot.”
 
   Leah rolled her eyes. “You didn’t send the tickets. Let me guess, they were from our illustrious boss.”
 
   “He lied to me,” Jackie fumed. “And basically forged a note from me to you. That creep! Total jackass.”
 
   “Man,” Teri said. “He must want you bad.”
 
   “What? You’re taking his side in this?”
 
   “Not his side, I mean, it was wrong to lie to all of us, but think of his motivation,” she paused and nodded her head slowly. “He wanted you all to himself.”
 
   “Was it worth it?” asked Leah.
 
   “Worth it?” Jackie wasn’t sure. Had it been a glorious day? Yes. Had she enjoyed seeing the island with Mitchell, swimming with him, having a romantic picnic lunch with him, having unrestrained passionate sex with him? Yes, yes, yes. Was it probably all a huge mistake? A definite yes.
 
   Teri looked at Jackie seriously. “Well,” she said slowly. “It’s over, right. Now we just skate through tonight, make a few more memories, and get out of here tomorrow.”
 
   Jackie chewed on her lower lip.
 
   “Uh, Jackie?” asked Leah. “Is it over?”
 
   “He’s picking me up in half an hour for sunset on Mallory Square and a late dinner.”
 
   Teri nodded. “You’re setting yourself up for heartbreak,” she said.
 
   “I know,” said Jackie. “But it’s too late to change my mind.”
 
   “Because you’re falling for him?”
 
   “Because he’ll be here in twenty-six minutes.”
 
   “He doesn’t know who you are,” Teri continued, “and now he’s really going to want to find out. When he does—”
 
   “I know,” said Jackie. “But, if I play it right,” she flashed a grin at her friends, “he’ll probably send you two free tickets to dinner and a show tonight.”
 
   “Hey,” said Leah. “I’d like to think I’m not cheap. But I can be bought if it’s for a good cause.”
 
   “Doing stuff for a good cause is what got us all into this,” said Teri. “Speaking of which, should we invite Shelly or just see her on the plane tomorrow?”
 
   “Plane,” Jackie and Leah said at the same time.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Mitchell stood by the elevator doors just like this morning. He said nothing as he claimed her waist with one tanned arm, but his eyes took in her whole body. She wore a swingy black skirt, a white wrap-around top tied at the waist, and black flats. Good for sunsets, dinners, and goodbyes.
 
   They walked out the front doors of her hotel and toward a crowd already gathering on a pier up ahead.
 
   “No K car tonight?” she asked.
 
   “Had to turn it back in. We won’t need it tonight anyway. Mallory Square is just over there, and our restaurant is a short walk.”
 
   “I’m curious about that car,” Jackie said. “If you love it so much, why don’t you buy it? You’re taking your chances. The rental agency could scrap it out one of these days, or someone else might snap it up.”
 
   “Sometimes it’s good to take your chances,” he said. “And it reminds me…”
 
   He trailed off, and Jackie stopped walking. She was curious. Could this be a piece of the Mitchell mystery?
 
   “What does it remind you of?” she asked.
 
   “That I can’t have everything,” he said. He pulled her into his arms and kissed her. “Some things can’t be bought.”
 
   If this were more than just tonight, Jackie would ask more. But it wasn’t. Stay unattached. Get it over with. Go home and forget it tomorrow.
 
   They walked in silence to the pier where people celebrated the sunset. Jackie could see why people gathered. Deep roses and oranges colored the sky and lit up the entire area, reflecting off the water where the Atlantic Ocean met the Gulf of Mexico. It was a panoramic view of something so daily, yet so extraordinary.
 
   Street vendors sold Key West souvenirs, street performers executed complicated acrobatics and drew applause from the crowd. Trained cats jumped through flaming hoops and did other tricks. A long line of thirsty revelers wound around the thatched hut of a bar right in the middle of the action.
 
   Jackie gazed at three cruise ships lined up along one side of the pier, bowlines attached to shore, lights on. People milled on their decks and came and went down the long gangplanks connecting the ships to dry land. Their gorgeous gleaming decks confronted her with her own lies. Her supposed ship left in the morning.
 
   “Drink?” Mitchell asked in her ear. He kept his arm around her waist and steered her over to the railing affording the best view of the sunset. His lips reminded her of all the unwisely unchanneled feelings she harbored for him since last night. In only twenty-four hours, her life had changed. And it was about to change more. Because tomorrow morning, she was leaving.
 
   “I’d love one,” she said.
 
   “Be right back.”
 
   One of the cruise ships anchored near Jackie towered over her. She overheard a conversation behind her between two people who apparently were passengers on the ship.
 
   “Wish we didn’t leave tonight,” one of them, a woman, said. “I’d love a chance to hit all those bars and party here for the night.”
 
   “Wish we’d known we wouldn’t get an overnight in Key West when we booked this. We’ll come again, just not on this cruise line,” her male companion said.
 
   “At least we’ve got ‘til ten o’clock,” the lady said.
 
   Jackie understood their feelings. Seeing this island for one day and one sunset just wouldn’t be enough. Her two days and two nights were just a beginning. For her, though, it was the beginning of a lot of cold nights in Chicago when she would have only memories of her island fling. If fling was the right word for it.
 
   She glanced wistfully up at the cruise ship and noted the name painted on the side. She scanned the crowd and found Mitchell waiting in the long drink line. Jackie turned back and looked at the sunset. Her arms and hands propped on the railing looked orange and pink in the fading sun. She sighed and looked out at the water.
 
   Her cell phone ringing in her bag jolted her back to reality, especially when she saw Teri’s name in the caller ID. She flipped it open. Just her luck, her friends were calling to tell her that tickets to a fantastic dinner and concert had just shown up and they were going out on the town on Mitchell’s dime. It would serve her right for being so weak-willed that she let Mitchell talk her into just one more evening. Not that it took much convincing.
 
   “Hi, Teri,” she said, laughing. “Don’t tell me…you’ve got a free pass to Margaritaville itself, and you and Leah are off to party on the generosity of the boss.”
 
   “Jackie, I’m sorry to interrupt your date,” Teri said. She sounded nervous. “But there’s something you need to know.”
 
   Jackie’s smile faded, her stomach dropped, and a sick dread stole over her. “Okay,” she managed to say. “Tell me.”
 
   “Is Mitchell standing right there?”
 
   “No, he’s gone to get us some drinks.”
 
   “Good. Here’s what happened. This morning, I called Margie—you know Margie, she’s that secretary on the executive floor that I set up with a date with the man who delivers our copier paper? Anyway, she’s nice, and I figured I could ask her a few things. So, I called her this morning to see what she knew about Mitchell.”
 
   Jackie was afraid to even hear this. Teri wouldn’t be calling her if it was good news.
 
   “And…” Jackie said.
 
   “She wasn’t home when I called, so I left a message. She just called me back. Do you want to hear this?”
 
   “No choice now. You might as well tell me, or I’m going to assume the worst anyway.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Jackie. One: Margie’s almost certain he’s selling the whole Chicago operation and we’ll all be out of job by Christmas. We’ve all heard the rumors, but Margie says Hal Burton, the CFO, has been nosing around and looking in lots of files. Also, there’s a big board of directors meeting on Monday morning in Chicago. Only one reason she could think of for that.”
 
   “I guess I can’t be too surprised,” Jackie said. Although she had hoped maybe none of the rumors were true. She thought she had seen a different side of Mitchell today. Not the corporate exec side all about black numbers on balance sheets. What about Jimmy and rescuing animals? How about what he’d said about the K car and not always being able to buy things? Where was that Mitchell in this equation?
 
   Maybe she had been seeing what she wanted to see.
 
   “There’s more,” Teri said.
 
   Jackie took a deep breath. “Go ahead,” she said.
 
   “He’s married.”
 
   Jackie’s free hand gripped the railing and she nearly dropped her cell phone into the darkening water below. She couldn’t breathe. It couldn’t be true. She spent the entire day with him, had been on the verge of giving herself so completely to him. How could he hide a secret like that? Wouldn’t Jimmy or Marybess say something? This was even worse than selling them all out of a job. How could he make her feel so special, tell her she’s the only one he’s ever taken to Blue Bottle Beach? For all she knew, he said that to every girl he seduced in Key West. For all she knew, maybe he said that to his wife.
 
   “Jackie?” Teri sounded worried.
 
   “I’m here. Just…stunned. Speechless,” she whispered.
 
   She looked over to where Mitchell still stood in line. The drink line was hardly moving. He was watching her talk on her phone. He had to see she was upset, shocked, even from a distance. She tore her eyes away from him and stared at the cruise ship in front of her. She tried to focus on anything but Mitchell Ames.
 
   “Jackie. Listen to me,” Teri’s reassuring voice commanded her through the cell phone. “Walk away from him right now, come straight back to the room.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “We’ll order room service, we’ll send out for booze, we’ll go straight to the airport first thing in the morning.”
 
   Jackie didn’t answer. Her world spun and the pain in her chest made it difficult to breathe, much less speak.
 
   “Do you hear me, Jackie?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “Do you want me to come get you?”
 
   “No,” Jackie said quietly. She would get herself out of this mess before she caused her friends any more trouble.
 
   Jackie’s shaking hands closed the phone and dropped it into her purse. She mechanically put the strap over her shoulder and started walking. She felt like a sleepwalker, stumbling blindly. If she could just make it across the square, across two streets, and into her hotel, she’d be okay. Leah and Teri would be there. They would take care of her.
 
   She was afraid to even look over to the drink line where she last saw Mitchell. She couldn’t make eye contact, couldn’t even look at him. She had to keep walking. Jackie tried to make her numb legs move faster. Tears blurred her vision as a crowd moved across in front of her and then dispersed. A lady offered her a hat made from palm leaves and she ignored her. A ring of fire appeared and then swept away with an approving roar from the audience.
 
   She kept walking, looking alternately down at her feet and then straight ahead. She was almost across the square when a man stepped squarely in front of her and she ran right into him.
 
   Jackie stared right into his chest and didn’t even have to look up to know it was Mitchell. He took hold of her upper arms in a tight grip. He lowered his face to hers and stared questioningly at her. His face distorted and swirled through her tears.
 
   “Where are you going?” he asked. His voice was tender, concerned. “What happened?”
 
   Jackie pulled her eyes from his face and stared down at the ground. She took a deep steadying breath and tried to think of her friends waiting for her in their hotel room.
 
   “I’m leaving,” she said.
 
   “Leaving?” his voice was incredulous. “Tonight?”
 
   Jackie nodded.
 
   To her astonishment, Mitchell pulled her into his arms and held her. She had no idea what to do. On one hand, it felt so good to be in the grip of his strong arms. She smelled the soap mixed with cologne smell she first noticed last night. He must have showered somewhere while she was freshening up in her hotel room.
 
   It was intoxicating.
 
   On the other hand, this man was a total jackass.
 
   He used her for the weekend. He was putting them all out of a job. Worst of all, he had a wife. This tenderness and compassion was just a big show so he wouldn’t lose his playmate for the weekend. Why should he care anyway, he knew she was leaving tomorrow. So what’s one night?
 
   “I saw you on the phone,” he said, still holding her body against his. “Was it your cruise ship? Are you leaving ahead of schedule?”
 
   There it was. He filled in a story all by himself. It reminded her of how he assumed she was a dancer on a cruise ship last night. His talent for filling in stories turned out to be pretty handy for her. Especially since he wasn’t very good at discovering the truth, and she wasn’t very good at lying.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “So this is it?” he asked. He drew back and looked at her tear-stained face. Maybe he interpreted those tears as sadness at leaving him. Jackie figured he could think whatever he wanted as long as she got away from him. And soon.
 
   “I hate to say goodbye to you,” he said.
 
   Jackie took another breath and pulled free of his arms. She started to walk away. She made it five steps, and just when she started to feel a little braver, she heard his voice.
 
   “Jackie,” he said. She turned around. She wasn’t going to, but something in his voice made her do it. He stood still where she had left him. Both feet rooted to the ground, but both hands at his sides, palms turned up. It was a gesture showing he was adrift and didn’t know what to do. If she had to guess, it also proved he wasn’t used to dealing with disappointment, either.
 
   “There’s so much I didn’t say to you. So much I don’t know…”
 
   “Maybe,” she said, in a tone she hoped would put the lid on and screw it tight, “you know all you’re ever going to.”
 
   She turned and walked away, half fearing he’d follow her, half disappointed he didn’t. She started to walk faster and faster through the crowd and across the street to her hotel. He didn’t have to follow her, he knew where she was staying. If he wanted her, he could come find her.
 
   She stumbled across the gleaming lobby floor to the elevator where she managed to push the button for her floor. She held her breath as the doors opened on the fourteenth floor, almost afraid Mitchell would somehow be standing there.
 
   The doors opened.
 
   The hallway was deserted.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Could you go just a little faster?” Leah urged the taxi cab driver. One thing they all learned in Key West is that the whole island moves at its own pace. Slow.
 
   Except them. They stayed up way too late last night eating room service and drinking what they could arrange to have delivered. There was no way they were leaving their suite because they didn’t want to risk running into Mitchell. And they were not answering the door if anyone knocked. Jackie alternated between being hurt and angry all night. Leah and Teri had mostly gone with angry. They rehashed the whole brief history of the encounter between Jackie and Mitchell, and Mitchell unanimously won the title of villain.
 
   Now, for better or for worse, they were headed home. They had no idea what awaited them in Chicago, but they knew it wasn’t going to be good. If the boss never figured out who they were, they might not get in any trouble for calling in sick and taking off for the weekend. All they’d have to deal with is a whopping helping of anger, hurt, remorse and regret when it came to Jackie’s feelings.
 
   If Mitchell did figure it out, he’d be pissed off and they were going to get it. Probably fired. Possibly tortured first. And worst of all, he would confront Jackie. She knew she was going to get it worst of all. And it was her own fault. She knew she shouldn’t fall for him, even a tiny bit. But she couldn’t fool herself. Her heart ached almost as much as her head this morning.
 
   What had she been thinking? There was only one explanation for her behavior. Tropical weather. She just wasn’t used to it. It was climate-induced insanity and she wasn’t to blame. It was a flimsy excuse, but it took the edge off the hurt for a little while at least.
 
   She wondered bitterly if Mitchell’s wife would buy such a lame excuse from her traitorous husband. Why the hell hadn’t Jimmy or Marybess said anything to her about a wife? They had to know, and they had to notice she and Mitchell were not just casual friends. Maybe they were used to Mitchell bringing his girlfriends to rent a moped. Ugh.
 
   Maybe none of it would matter anyway. According to Teri’s friend Margie, the bigwigs were coming for a Monday morning pow-wow. They were probably discussing how they were going to sell off the Chicago office, piece by piece, floor by floor, one unprofitable accountant at a time. They’d all be let go. And maybe it would be easier to let go of her feelings for her CEO.
 
   Getting canned never sounded so good.
 
   And she’d survived this before. If only her friends weren’t in the middle of this with her…
 
   They were toast. They were about five minutes away from missing their plane. The cab driver fiddled with the radio and pointed out places of interest on the way to the airport as if he didn’t have a care in the world. The three friends crammed together in the back seat despite the heat because the cab driver looked a little too friendly. The bride and bridegroom were still at the hotel. Shelly opted for a later flight so she could travel back with her beloved. At least the weekend had turned out happily for someone.
 
   Jackie sat between Leah and Teri, not really caring what happened to her today. Miss the flight? Who cares. She couldn’t possibly go back to work anyway. The chance of running into Mitchell on any given day would be enough to make her life a living hell of dread, ulcers, and pink slips in her nightmares. Maybe she’d go back home and spend some time with her parents. There had to be a job, any job, she could do there until she could forget this whole nightmare. When she was one hundred and fifty years old.
 
   The cab pulled into the airport parking lot and all three girls jumped out and stood by the trunk while the driver opened it with an ancient-looking key. Teri paid him and they grabbed their bags and took off. Mercifully, it was a tiny, one-room airport. Luggage in one corner, tickets in the other, airplanes right out the back door. They already had their boarding passes courtesy of the hotel concierge, and they weren’t checking luggage, so the three of them hustled out the back doors and onto the white glare of the concrete tarmac.
 
   This was a casual airport. Commuter planes and private charter planes were lined up, and passengers simply walked over, climbed the silver steps, and got on. This was an airport, island style, with about as many rules as the average bar on Duval Street.
 
   They knew they were the last ones to board because they were arriving an embarrassing five minutes before departure. They were usually so responsible, filling in spreadsheets in their gray office. The weekend had been one of exceptions, though, and they were just going with the flow this morning. It was the best they could do after a very long night.
 
   The stewardess standing at the top of the metal staircase on wheels didn’t look happy to see them. No surprise there, thought Jackie, they were practically late. Stewardesses probably hate late people. Still, it was a surprise when the stewardess put out a hand to stop the three of them when they were halfway up the stairs with their carry-ons in tow.
 
   “Sorry,” she said, “this flight is overbooked.” She didn’t look sorry, Jackie thought, but she probably had to say it anyway.
 
   “Overbooked?” asked Teri. “We have boarding passes. We’re checked in.”
 
   “Well, actually, it’s overweight,” said the grim-faced stewardess. “It’s a short runway, if there’s too much weight, we don’t get off the ground.”
 
   “So?” asked Leah.
 
   Jackie could tell Leah was about to get belligerent. It would be entertaining, but not very helpful. Jackie put down her bag and leaned against the stairway. She fished her sunglasses out of her purse. Her eyes were killing her from too little sleep over the past two days and way too much crying last night. She was emotionally done in and just wanted to go home to face her fate, whatever it was. And now this.
 
   “So,” repeated the stewardess, “we need to lighten the load. Three passengers and their luggage have to volunteer to get off.”
 
   “We’re not volunteering,” said Leah.
 
   “You’re the last ones here, we volunteered you.”
 
   No one moved for a full minute. The hot sun was killing Jackie’s head and she was willing to lie down under the aircraft and let it run over her. It might not be a bad idea.
 
   “If you’ll go inside to the ticket counter, I’m sure they can get you on a later flight,” the stewardess said in a fake nicey voice. “And since you’re already here, maybe you’ll be on time for that one.” She disappeared inside the plane and several large men arrived to roll away the steps. The airplane door shut emphatically, and the three women stood there in the bright morning sun with their luggage at their feet. They were still standing there when their plane rolled away to head for the runway.
 
   “Okay,” said Teri. “Well…alright then, I guess…”
 
   A private jet rolled past them only a few yards away. It was loud enough to interrupt their conversation because it was obviously gearing up for takeoff. They all turned and stared at it. At first, they stared at it because it was loud and there and they had nothing else to do. After a first glance, though, the private plane riveted the attention of all three would-be travelers who were marooned with their luggage on the sunny tarmac.
 
   Emblazoned on the side of the plane in bold blue paint were the words “Ames Worldwide Industries.” A row of windows down the side of the jet provided just enough space to see anyone who was sitting inside, buckled in for takeoff. Leah, Teri, and Jackie could only see one face in the window on their side.
 
   The face they saw looking through the side window was Mitchell Ames himself. It was impossible to mistake his square jaw and dark hair. He stared at them all with shocked recognition for a moment, his eyes locking on Jackie. And then he was gone. The plane must have enjoyed preferential and immediate tower clearance, because it rolled away and was gone in a flash.
 
   “Nice of him to offer us a ride,” said Leah.
 
   “I think it was nicer of him not to,” Teri said, “or that would be one long flight to Chicago.”
 
   Jackie stared after the plane long after it had taken off and made a graceful arc in the sky. She wondered if Mitchell could see her and her friends, tiny dots on the sunny white concrete.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It was only a tiny one-bedroom apartment in a reasonably safe neighborhood in Chicago. Sure, the elevator didn’t always work and parking would more aptly be called searching. But it was her own apartment, and Jackie dreaded locking the door and leaving it on Monday morning. There were plenty of reasons not to go to work today.
 
   She arrived home very late last night after catching a later flight out of Key West and then an even later flight from Miami to Chicago. She had a slight sunburn. She had slept almost fifteen minutes all night. There was nothing in her closet she could possibly make herself put on this morning. Then there was the small matter of her job probably being sold out from under her today in the big corporate meeting taking place in the office of the company owner. The owner she had accidentally slept with and then spent the rest of the weekend with, alternately spinning lies and falling in…in something not easy to forget.
 
   Those reasons seemed like enough motivation not to venture out into the slushy December morning. The wind seemed to take her southern desertion personally as it punished her on the way to her compact car hidden among its compatriots on the street near her apartment. The gray skies mocked the blue ones which had reigned spectacularly over her all weekend. Her foul humor and general despair matched the weather.
 
   Still, Jackie was determined to go out with class. She would show up to work, give her two weeks notice, ask her supervisor for a letter of recommendation, and go about the business of making a graceful exit.
 
   If Mitchell stayed true to form, he would never come near her floor and she would never lay eyes on him. And never have to explain why her “cruise ship” was actually an overloaded commuter flight at the airport. She would also never have to confront the feelings he had kindled in the twenty-four hours they spent together.
 
   Her only hope was to remain anonymous. What are the chances he would find out her identity and figure out where their commuter flight was headed? If he did check, he’d find out the plane was headed to Miami. He might assume her plans had changed and she was boarding her ship in the Port of Miami. He might also assume she was playing one heck of a game with him. A lot like the game he played with her.
 
   What are the chances she could survive a two-week exit at Ames Worldwide, Chicago office? If he did try to track her down, he would waste hours of time trying to find a woman named Jackie who was a live entertainer on a cruise ship line. If he believed that at all. There were lots of cruise ships and lots of entertainers. He would never sift through them all, and if he did, he would find she was nowhere to be found.
 
   When Jackie arrived at her building and walked up to the glass front doors, she almost chickened out. But she did it. The doorman smiled, she stepped into the lobby, and she headed for the elevators.
 
   She resolved not to look at the picture of Mitchell that she now realized she had sashayed past a hundred times without ever looking at. She knew the picture was there and she stoically looked away as she waited for the elevator. She resolutely pressed the button for the eleventh floor and took a deep breath. It was a regular Monday, she was wearing a typical gray pantsuit, and the faces all around her in the elevator looked…depressingly familiar.
 
   Jackie kept her head down and headed straight for her office. She expected gray solitude with her friends as usual, but her office was anything but quiet and dull when she walked through the door. An imperious looking man in his mid-thirties stood in the middle of the office and demanded files and paperwork from Teri. Leah looked angry and sassy, and Shelly looked like she was in dreamland and didn’t even notice the commotion.
 
   The man in the expensive suit had stress written all over his face. His dark gray suit and red power tie made him look classy, but he swatted Leah on the behind when she bent over to show him a report on a computer screen.
 
   “Nice guy, huh?” Leah whispered to Jackie when she came into her cubicle to get some reports.
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “Hal Burton. CFO and a royal SOB. Never been to this office before, don’t think he’s ever been in this building before, and I didn’t know I should have been grateful for that all this time.”
 
   Hal Burton. The guy Mitchell took the call from while she was visiting the animal rescue shelter in Key West. Mitchell seemed lighter, almost relieved when he got off the phone. If this was his henchman, then no wonder Mitchell felt better. He planned to unload this company with the help of mean-spirited Hal here to do the dirty work.
 
   “He’s cherry-picking information to present to the board of directors,” Leah continued when Jackie didn’t respond. “Looking for ways to make it look like our whole operation ought to be sold.”
 
   “Isn’t that meeting this morning?” Jackie asked.
 
   “Going on right now from what I hear,” Leah said, “that’s why he’s hustling to get ammunition to take back with him.”
 
   “It might be difficult to find the motivation to help him with his cause,” Jackie suggested.
 
   “What do you think Teri’s doing?” Leah said with a grin. “To the casual observer, it would appear that she just doesn’t know how to access those reports and it’s just taking the poor dear forever.”
 
   Jackie walked over to their shared break room and tossed her coat across the back of a chair. Bummer. No one made any coffee yet. They were busy scurrying around pretending to help the CFO find whatever it was he was looking for. She didn’t feel any compulsion to go dance that dance with them. Her position as the newest person in the office with the least knowledge and seniority was going to pay off just this once. She planned to take her time making coffee. The longer she hid out in the break room, the less time she’d have to look at Hal Burton, CFO and buddy of Mitchell Ames.
 
   Jackie filled the carafe and slowly poured cold water into the large coffee machine. They were going to need it. She tried not to imagine Mitchell several floors above her head sitting in a meeting right now with other corporate executives weighing the fate of this company. What was he wearing today? Was it a black suit that matched his hair? Did he have on a green tie that brought out the color of his eyes? In a white shirt, his tan would look great. She had seen what he had under those clothes.
 
   Maybe she should save some of that cold water for herself. This kind of thinking was going absolutely nowhere. If Mitchell wanted to know her better, he would have asked for some real information about her. He seemed so interested, but didn’t take the next step. He did not follow her back to her hotel that night on Mallory Square. Not that she really wanted him to. What would have happened anyway? He did not ask her full name or how to reach her.
 
   The irony was she actually had all the power and yet none at all. She knew exactly who and where he was and could change the game any time she wanted to. What would happen if she went upstairs and knocked on the glass door of the conference room in the executive office? It would only take five minutes and she could be standing before him. Would he take her in his arms, cancel the meeting, and whisk her off to…
 
   A quiet step behind Jackie startled her. She realized she was daydreaming and measuring about fifteen scoops of coffee grounds into the filter. Just imagining Mitchell’s arms around her heightened all her senses now as she heard the slight scrape of a shoe on tile. She was afraid to turn around for fear it might be him...or it might not.
 
   She felt a hand on the small of her back and she knew instantly that it was not Mitchell. His touch felt different and produced a totally different reaction. She spun around and nearly knocked Hal off balance.
 
   “Whoa, honey,” he said. “I guess I surprised you.” He caught his balance and stepped closer, backing her up against the countertop. “I have a way of doing that.”
 
   “I’m…sure you do,” Jackie said. She sidestepped and moved down the counter to plug in the coffee pot. Despite their recklessness in running away for the weekend, they had remembered to unplug the coffee pot before they left on Thursday night. The boss was lucky, you could hardly even buy that kind of loyalty to the company.
 
   Unluckily, when she sidestepped toward the plug, she also put herself in a corner between the small sink and the compact refrigerator. Hal didn’t miss a beat and moved closer, trapping her. He was a lot taller than she was and had her by well over 100 pounds. Jackie’s eyes flicked over to the door of the break room which had somehow uncharacteristically closed. She wanted to scream, but she wouldn’t. She could play it cool and get herself out of trouble. Hadn’t she just spent a weekend doing that?
 
   “Why don’t you go out and sit down and I’ll bring you a cup of this coffee when it’s done,” she said in what she hoped was a calm and congenial voice. “Monday’s are tough,” she added brightly.
 
   “I know,” he said. “Jackie, right?” He reached out and picked up a lock of her hair that fell over her shoulder. “I worked here all weekend in this lonely building. It sure is nice to see something so inviting.”
 
   Inviting? Jackie thought this was pretty unlikely. There was no way her body language said inviting right now. Maybe Hal used his size and bullying personality to invite himself to more than he should. Her heartbeat started to race with a fight or flight rhythm.
 
   “I’m sure you have an important meeting to get back to,” she said.
 
   Hal pressed his lips together and narrowed his eyes. “That meeting isn’t much fun right now,” he said. “I think I could have a better time here with you.”
 
   “I doubt it. Our office is pretty much business as usual. In fact, I think I better get to those spreadsheets right now,” she said. Jackie tried to slip sideways again and get away from Hal, but his large hands shot up and gripped the edge of the counter on both sides of her. His hands closed in until his wrists were grazing her hips. His face closed in on hers and she quickly spun her body, surprising him with the sudden move.
 
   At the same time, the door shot open and Teri stood there looking like an angry nun chasing down a wayward child. If she had had a yardstick in her hand, she would have used it on Hal right then and there. Hal stepped back and looked furious instead of chastened.
 
   “I want those reports in the next thirty minutes,” he snapped. He pointed at Jackie and tried to even out his tone. “Bring them up to my office on the fifteenth floor.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Mitchell stared glassy-eyed at the half-dozen board members and executives gathered around the highly varnished conference table in his fifteenth floor office. He listened and jotted down notes in a legal pad in his lap. He truly wanted to respect the opinions of his advisors who flew in early on a Monday morning to discuss the sale of the business. It was a long process and they had to move quickly to finish off the deal by the end of the year. Before the Christmas holidays, it had to be done.
 
   Selling it off seemed so simple when Hal gave him the numbers over the phone. It lightened his mood as he stood in the sunshine outside the animal rescue where his brother entertained Jackie. He allowed Hal to steamroll him right into agreeing to this meeting since it was what would get him off the phone the fastest. At the time, Mitchell’s main priority had been to get back to the business of being with Jackie for the day.
 
   Right now, there was a slight lull because Hal went downstairs to accounting for some reports, and two of the executives had stepped outside to take calls from their home offices. Mitchell pushed back his chair and looked out the window. Gray rain fell from gray clouds. It looked exactly like it had last Thursday when he took Hal’s advice and called his private jet to take him south for some sunshine and relaxation.
 
   He thought it would distract him for the weekend. And it did. Little did he know it would continue to distract him on Monday morning. The lights in the office reflected off the shiny windows and he saw shadows and faces passing behind him. A flash of a white shirt, his red-haired secretary, a bright blue tie. All the colors and shapes formed a moving picture as he saw them dance on the window in front of the gray rain outside. One of the shadows was a slim gray blur with long dark hair. The reflection was carrying some white papers that flashed against the window. The sight hit Mitchell like a shot of tequila. It was Jackie. It had to be. He could feel her presence, smell her scent. The flash of legs he had seen…
 
   He spun around in his chair and nearly knocked his coffee off the table.
 
   “Mr. Ames?” inquired the man seated across from him.
 
   “Sorry, I just…thought of something I almost let slip away,” said Mitchell.
 
   The vision of the woman was gone. He knew it could only be a shadow, but it brought the memory of Jackie’s hair, her face, her eyes, her skin…right to the surface of his mind.
 
   The sight of Jackie and her two friends standing on the white-hot concrete at the Key West Airport haunted him all night. What was she doing there when she told him she was leaving on a ship the night before? Why didn’t the three women get on the plane that his pilot discovered was heading for Miami? Maybe her cruise line changed plans again and she was leaving out of Miami. He wondered what would have happened if he asked his pilot to turn around and go back to the airport. He would never know now because her trail had gone totally cold. Depressingly cold.
 
   The thought of her was so tangible he wanted to hold her in his arms instead of sitting here in this meeting. He wanted to laugh with her in the sunshine that danced on the water instead of sitting here watching the fluorescent lights glance off the glossy table. What was he doing anyway? He knew he didn’t want this sale, he was only going along with the advice and insistence of Hal because it was the easiest thing to do, distracted as he was by Jackie.
 
   As if on cue, he saw Hal pass by the glass door. He walked quickly as if he was pursuing someone. Mitchell got up abruptly. There was still time to put an end to all this nonsense. He didn’t have to sell off the Chicago office. The first business that was really his and not an inheritance from his father. The only one of his businesses, aside from Hermanos, that somehow felt like home to him. Hell, he didn’t have to do anything he didn’t want to. He owned the damn company, and he’d tell that to anyone who didn’t want to play it his way. Spending a blissful weekend with Jackie reminded him there’s more to life than just the financial bottom line.
 
   When Mitchell stepped into the long hallway, he didn’t see Hal. It was a wide carpeted hall running the whole length of the building. The elevators were on the other end. Hal probably slipped into his office already. Mitchell strode purposefully toward Hal’s office. He was within a dozen feet of it when he heard a voice that stopped him in his tracks. He knew that voice. He heard it in his dreams last night. It was incredible. It was impossible.
 
   Even more incredible was what her voice was saying. It sounded strained, even afraid. He thought he heard her say “get away from me” and then something sounding like Hal’s voice. Mitchell rounded the corner with lightning speed and stepped into Hal’s office.
 
   Hal had Jackie backed up against the bookcase on the inner wall of the luxurious office. He had one hand on her shoulder and one on the front of her blouse. She twisted her face to the side to avoid Hal’s lips that hovered near hers. Her arms flailed against him pushing him away.
 
   “Hal!” Mitchell thundered. He didn’t need to say another word because he quickly crossed the room and grabbed Hal by the back of the jacket. There was a sound of ripping fabric as Mitchell tossed Hal across the room. He landed between a leather sofa and a metal filing cabinet with a sickening crunch.
 
   Mitchell turned immediately and pulled Jackie into his arms. She was shaking and fighting back tears. Mitchell held her close to him and ran his hands over her back soothingly, possessively. Just seeing Hal touching her made him want to hold her even closer. He smelled her hair as he held her and it took him back to the beach at Key West.
 
   Key West. How was it possible she was here? What was she doing in a gray business suit in his building? Mitchell loosened his hold on her and drew back a little so he could see her face. She looked calmer, but still nervous and frightened. Could she be afraid of him? Or was it still the shock over what Hal had almost done to her?
 
   “Jackie,” he began. “I don’t understand…”
 
   She faced him without saying anything, but he saw her blue eyes fill with tears.
 
   “When you left me on Mallory Square,” he continued slowly, softly, “I thought you were getting on a ship. Then, I was sure I saw you at the airport and now…”
 
   Hal hadn’t moved since Mitchell threw him across the room. Mitchell almost forgot his CFO was still in the room. Now, though, he heard quiet snickering from Hal’s spot on the carpeted floor.
 
   “So, this is your little piece of action from Key West, huh?” Hal said.
 
   “Shut up, Hal. This is none of your business. Any of it. As of five minutes ago, you’re fired.”
 
   “Right. I’m the bad guy. At least you know who I am. Guess where I found this little honey working this morning? In your building, right downstairs.”
 
   Mitchell stiffened and loosed his hold on Jackie. He suddenly felt very cold inside. Cold and dangerous.
 
   “I swear, Hal, I will kill you,” he said slowly through clenched teeth, “if you don’t leave right now.”
 
   Hal dragged himself slowly up and held a tissue to his bleeding nose. His voice sounded muffled and sinister.
 
   “Sure, fire me, Mitch. You can make little Miss Honesty here your next CFO. Or better yet, you can add her to your collection of gold-diggers.”
 
   Mitchell saw all the color drain from Jackie’s face and he thought she was going to pass out right there. Hal’s hateful words obviously cut her to the core and Mitchell wanted to kill him for it even though a grim realization crept over him.
 
   “Or maybe you can get your loser bastard brother an office with a nice big window and you can pretend he got some of your dad’s brains, too, while your dad was banging the housekeeper,” Hal sneered.
 
   Mitchell knew he was going to explode if he couldn’t hit something right now. He stepped back from Jackie and paced menacingly toward Hal. His CFO was just getting up and Mitchell punched him hard in the face. Hal fell back against the couch and held out the hand that wasn’t busy staunching the blood flowing freely from his nose now.
 
   “S’all right. I’m leaving.” He leered in Jackie’s direction. “Guess you don’t want me after all. Sleeping your way to the top is a hell of a lot more effective with number one,” he said as he jerked his head at Mitchell.
 
   “Get out!” Mitchell roared.
 
   Hal picked up a briefcase from the chair by the desk and left. Suddenly, Mitchell and Jackie were alone. He had dreamed of this for two nights since she left him standing there in the fading sunset. Now, though, nothing seemed right.
 
   Mitchell turned to Jackie. His first thought was to kiss away the agony he saw clearly written on her face. If she had come to him at that moment, he knew he would have given in to his desire for her. But she didn’t. She didn’t move.
 
   “Jackie,” he began. “That night I approached you in the bar…”
 
   He had to ask her, he needed to know the truth.
 
   Jackie looked him in the eye, and said nothing. She leaned against the bookcase like she was barely able to stand. Her face was terribly pale despite the hint of tan that they got on Blue Bottle Beach. Together. Only two days ago.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me the truth that night? You said you were a dancer on a cruise ship,” he said. He gestured at her gray business suit as if it were the proof she lied about her profession.
 
   “You said that,” she whispered. “I just agreed to it.”
 
   “But why? You could have told me you worked in an office in Chicago.”
 
   “At that moment,” she said quietly, “you were just a man I met in a bar.”
 
   Mitchell felt a little glimmer of hope. “But then something changed?”
 
   Jackie looked at the floor. Mitchell felt a cold chill settle over him. Everything they shared felt like a lie now. If it wasn’t, why wasn’t she saying anything?
 
   “When did you realize who I was?” he demanded, more loudly than he had intended. “Or did you know all along?”
 
   “The next morning. Before you came for breakfast,” she said quietly. “My friends showed me your picture on the website. They thought I knew.”
 
   She seemed like she was far away and answered like a robot. Where was the passionate woman he almost gave a piece of his heart to? Where was the spark in those beautiful blue eyes?
 
   “You knew I owned this company and you didn’t say anything,” he said flatly. “You spent that whole day with me and continued to lie to me. Even when I thought I was fall…” he stopped short. He had been about to say something he would never say again.
 
   Jackie’s head came up and for a second her face softened and her eyes were the blue of the beach where they had made love. One look at his hardened face, though, and her expression changed. He saw her jaw clench. He watched her fight for composure.
 
   “Over a year ago,” she said evenly, “I thought I was in love with a man who was my boss. It turned out to be a huge mistake. Maybe I didn’t want to admit, even to myself or you, that I would be stupid enough to make the same mistake twice.”
 
   Mitchell stared at Jackie as he wrestled with painful emotions.
 
   “Did you plan to tell me at some point that I was being made a fool of?” he asked.
 
   Her chin came up. “Don’t forget, that you were the one to approach me. You came back for breakfast the next morning, and you bought my time for the day by buying off my friends.”
 
   Her friends. They probably worked here, too. He imagined they enjoyed a hell of a laugh at his expense. Probably still were. The thought pushed his raw nerves to a breaking point.
 
   Jackie finally moved from her rigid pose against the bookcase. She walked straight past him to the door of the office and then turned and looked at his face for a second before speaking.
 
   “I’ll save you the trouble of firing me. I quit.”
 
   Mitchell struggled with his anger and his rising panic. Quit? She was walking away from him? He needed time, needed to figure out what to do with the ball of feelings knotted inside him. Just seeing her walk past him made one part of him want to reach out to stop her and the other part of him want to slam the door securely shut behind her. Risking his heart was difficult and dangerous. He didn’t know what he was going to do about her, but he knew he needed to stall just a little.
 
   “Wait,” he said. He tried to sound dispassionate and businesslike so that the desperation in his voice wouldn’t be obvious.
 
   Jackie stopped and glared at him. He wished he could read her expression. It was somewhere between hurt and furious.
 
   “Two weeks,” he said. “You have to give notice or you won’t get another job in this town.”
 
   Now she looked truly angry, but there was also a little fire in those eyes. He had to admit, he liked it.
 
   “You’re mine until Christmas,” he said.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   An inter-office memo was delivered to Shelly, Teri, Leah, and Jackie first thing the next morning. Each memo said the same thing:
 
    
 
   It has come to the attention of the management that you took an unauthorized sick day on Friday, December 5. Your inattention to office protocol resulted in a substantial loss of work time for your entire department. In order to avoid retribution including, but not limited to, loss of pay, written reprimand, and possible termination, you are required to make restitution. More details will follow.
 
    
 
   “What the hell?” said Leah. “I’ve never seen such B.S.”
 
   “My favorite part is “including, but not limited to, …termination,” said Teri. “What worse can they do to us than fire us?”
 
   “Refuse us our vacation pay we have coming. Tie up our 401(k)s, give us bad recommendations. You know, stuff like that,” suggested Shelly.
 
   They all turned to look at her. It was the most sensible thing they’d heard her say in days. Perhaps the pre-honeymoon glow was finally wearing off. No matter, she’d be getting it back soon at her wedding the following weekend.
 
   “This is all my fault,” Jackie said miserably. “Mitchell wants payback, and he’s going to take it out on all of us.”
 
   “We were all there in Key West,” said Teri. “Guess we’ve all got it coming.”
 
   “You do NOT have it coming,” Jackie said, “he just figures it’s a powerful way to hurt me—hurting my friends.”
 
   “Have you considered going up to his office and throwing yourself at him?” Leah asked.
 
   “Leah!” Shelly and Teri said in unison.
 
   “Just saying,” she said. “If he wasn’t interested in you at all, he wouldn’t be bothering with this elaborate cat and mouse game.”
 
   “I’m pretty sure he doesn’t consider this a game. You didn’t see his face when he found out about all the deception,” Jackie said. “He was furious. More than that, though,” she added softly, “I think he was hurt.”
 
   “New dirt on that from our number one source of somewhat unreliable gossip,” said Teri.
 
   “Margie?”
 
   “Yep. She was right that he was married, but it’s past tense. His divorce was final a few weeks ago, but they were separated for several years. Guess she really took him to the cleaners.”
 
   Jackie sighed and sat down. That certainly explained a few things. She bitterly remembered every word Hal had said yesterday. The words “gold-digger collection” near the top of the list. She should feel relieved. There was no wife. The fact wiped a layer of deception off the weekend, but it didn’t matter now. It just made it more clear to her why Mitchell would be so guarded. And probably unforgiving.
 
   “I need coffee,” Jackie said.
 
   She had spent the rest of the previous day hiding out in their office dreading the ring of the elevators on their floor. She finally left for a long lunch and didn’t come back. Teri had shown up on her doorstep with a six-pack of beer after she left work and pep-talked her into putting in two weeks for the recommendation.
 
   She knew it was good advice. She made this mistake before. Abruptly leaving her former job with no recommendation to put down on a resume made it nearly impossible to find another one. She wasn’t going to let one island fling put her out of work for the next year. Two weeks. She could do it.
 
   It all sounded good when Teri was there opening bottles and talking tough, but somewhere around two in the morning, she resolved not to go to work today. She crumbled into her pillows and sheets and decided that 200 thread count would have to keep her company for the rest of her days because it was all she was ever going to be able to afford with the jobs she was not going to be getting.
 
   It was somewhere around seven in the morning when Leah showed up and shoved her into the shower, ran her through her closet, and seat belted her into her car. She emerged from her apartment clean, dressed, and ready to endure torture at the hands of her vengeful boss.
 
   Now, all those rotten things she had heard about Mitchell Ames were starting to sound like absolute truths. He was ruthless, he got what he wanted, he destroyed whatever was in his path. She and her friends were getting a taste of that side of him. The only thing not quite meshing with the rest of his callous reputation was, suddenly, the talk of the Chicago operation being sold had ground to a halt.
 
   Margie reported to Shelly that the corporate suits all went home disappointed and without a deal. Hal Burton was gone and no one knew why he suddenly resigned. It looked like Mitchell Ames himself was taking over the helm of the Chicago ship. Heaven help them all. They were in for a wild ride and some rough seas.
 
   No kidding, thought Jackie, as she filled up the industrial-sized coffee pot. It was going to be a long two weeks. The only bright spot in the middle of it was Shelly’s wedding this weekend. She’d get to wear that wonderful Christmas-plaid taffeta sash. Yippee. On Tuesday afternoon at 4:00, the next office memo arrived from upper management. Jackie knew exactly where, in that upper management, the memo had originated.
 
    
 
   As a result of your misconduct and abuse of sick days, you will be required to donate three hours volunteering in a community Christmas display. Report to Santa in Millennium Park on Wednesday night from 6-9 for your assignment. Your costume will be delivered with a forthcoming memo.
 
    
 
   “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph,” said Leah. “This has to be classified as a labor abuse, right? They can’t really make us do this, can they? Do we belong to a union?”
 
   “I think we may have to do it,” said Teri. “If we survive until Christmas, maybe Mitchell will forget he’s out to get us and we’ll start the New Year off right.”
 
   Jackie groaned. This was all her fault. As soon as she was out of here when the two weeks was up, Mitchell would probably let her friends off the hook. She wouldn’t blame her friends if they never forgave her.
 
   She should never have screwed with Mitchell Ames. Literally.
 
   ****
 
   A company courier arrived at 10:00 a.m. on Wednesday morning with the next installment in the plan of torture.
 
    
 
   The photographer from The Sun will arrive in your office at 4:30 p.m. to take a group picture of your “volunteer” efforts for a public relations piece for Ames Worldwide. You should be fully dressed and ready for the photo opportunity. Ames Worldwide requires and expects your cheerful participation in this community service. You may leave work after the photo shoot in order to prepare for your evening’s service hours.
 
    
 
   “Holy Mary, Mother of God,” said Leah. “Do we really have to wear this?”
 
   Each of the four accountants received a separate package. Each package contained an elf costume in her size. Leah, Teri, and Shelly had green tunics that reached to their knees. Red and white striped stockings and pointy green slippers with bells were also included. A red turtleneck and a sash (also with generous bells) rounded out the ensemble.
 
   Jackie’s costume was similar, but there were some tweaks. The tunic was very short. The shoes had red sequins and very high heels. There was a green elf hat with dozens of little red bells. One slight move of her head set off a chorus of jingling sound.
 
   “Looks like you get to be the loud, sleazy elf,” said Shelly sympathetically.
 
   Jackie looked over her ridiculous costume and considered her options. She could quit now and walk right out the door. No back vacation pay, no recommendation, nowhere to go. Mitchell would win and she could hide in her apartment and lick her wounds straight into the New Year.
 
   Another option was to take a deep breath and endure the retribution of her hurt and angry boss. She could squirm under the vengeful thumb of Mitchell Ames with all her friends paying the price at her side and be miserable for the next ten days. Or…
 
   She could beat him on his own turf. She could play the game with such style it would take away all his fun. You can’t get revenge on someone who won’t let you have it. That, she decided, was exactly what she was going to do.
 
   “Actually,” she said slowly in answer to Shelly’s sympathetic comment, “I think I’ll look pretty hot in this outfit.”
 
   Leah and Teri glanced up swiftly with a look of surprise, but then a look of understanding flickered over their faces.
 
   “You know,” Leah said, “I think a little Christmas spirit may just do us some good.”
 
   “We can get in the mood early this year,” Teri said.
 
   “When life hands you lemons…” Jackie began.
 
   “You add them to the margarita mix?” Leah asked.
 
   “Margaritas are at least partly to blame for this whole mess,” Jackie said.
 
   “Maybe they’ll let us keep these outfits and we can wear them again next year,” Shelly suggested. “Or maybe even for the company Christmas party this year.”
 
   That was something Jackie had forgotten about entirely. The party was this Friday night. She and her friends had talked about it and decided they probably wouldn’t go because they had Shelly’s wedding on Saturday and too much to do to get ready for it. It would be funny, though, to show up in their elf costumes.
 
   “Guess we better try them on and do up our makeup, too,” Jackie said.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Mitchell swiveled in his desk chair and watched the rain change to a light shimmering snow. It was beautiful, one of the reasons he liked it so much here even though he could live anywhere in the world. Was that why he decided two days ago to cancel the entire sale of the Chicago office? Sentimentality about the weather? About this being his first solo business? About something else…or someone else?
 
   Jimmy invited him to Key West for the Christmas holidays, since he and his girlfriend Marybess were the only family Mitchell had. They had always been there for each other. Mitchell’s mother died from cancer he didn’t even know she had when he was just shy of fourteen. As for the man who fathered both him and Jimmy, all that business stress must have gotten to his heart. He died of a sudden heart attack when Mitchell was in college.
 
   Would their dad have eventually changed the terms of his will to include Jimmy if he hadn’t died suddenly? He would like to think so, and that’s why Mitchell shared his wealth with his half-brother. At least as much of his wealth as his brother was willing to take. Jimmy didn’t want to pile up money, he was happy to rent mopeds and save animals.
 
   Where did that kind of contentment come from? Maybe Jimmy was lucky to be the illegitimate son. No inheritance, no problem. Jimmy didn’t have to wonder if Marybess loved him for his money or himself.
 
   Spending the weekend as an anonymous regular guy with Jackie was as close as he could get to the carefree life of his half-brother. Believing that Jackie was blissfully unaware of his wealth made him feel free.
 
   But it had all been a lie.
 
   Jackie knew who and what he was. Maybe not that first night, he had to believe that. But she knew when she accepted his breakfast invitation and spent the whole day with him. She watched him let himself go and have fun.
 
   Took a risk, and now he was paying for it.
 
   He didn’t know what to do about the way his groin tightened whenever he saw, touched, or even thought about Jackie. He knew he would be saner and his life would be less confusing if he had never seen her that night on Duval Street. He should have just let her walk out the door two days ago when she said she was quitting. But he couldn’t. He needed time. Two weeks to keep her where he wanted her. If he wanted her.
 
   Mitchell stood up and watched the snowflakes falling faster now. It was going to be very cold playing Santa’s elves in the park tonight, he thought grimly.
 
   ****
 
   Jackie and her friends smiled brightly for the camera at the pseudo-press conference in the large fourth floor meeting room in their building. It was an auditorium-style room frequently used for large presentations and webcasts. The reporter from The Sun asked them questions about their service hours and they gave him cheerful quotes and happy smiles to make it the best PR piece Ames Worldwide had gotten in years.
 
   The four elves struck a pose and hugged each other for a last picture. Maybe it was the bright flash of the camera, but Jackie was sure she saw Mitchell in the shadows in the back of the room. Good. Let him see that she was not going to be broken by his imperious nonsense. If he wanted to take his hurt feelings out on her and her friends, he would find out they were not such easy targets. She would play his game and match him, point for point.
 
   When the conference ended, there was no sign of Mitchell. The elves made their way to the parking garage and got an unpleasant surprise. The day had turned much colder while they were in their office building. Snowflakes swirled from the sky and piled in little drifts around the cars on the outside of the parking garage.
 
   “This is going to be the coldest three hours of my life,” groaned Leah.
 
   “Especially for you, Jackie, since you got the slutty elf costume,” Shelly observed.
 
   Jackie caught a snowflake on her tongue. “Think my sunburn will keep me warm?”
 
   On a quick stop by her apartment, Jackie found a red turtleneck to add under her green tunic. Thanks to her slender figure, the extra layer fit under the tunic just fine. She added a pair of wool tights underneath the red and white striped tights that came with the outfit. It made the pointy red high-heeled shoes feel tight, but it would be worth it. Jackie dug through her hall closet and came up with a pair of red wool gloves with insulated lining.
 
   She faced herself in the mirror and smiled for practice. She would not quit or give in. Mitchell would not win. Santa and her friends were counting on her.
 
    
 
   “I want a Barbie car,” said the first little girl in line. She was bundled up in a puffy pink coat, so small Jackie had to kneel down to hear her.
 
   Jackie led the little girl to Santa and then returned to the front of the line to usher in the next boy. Snow clung to the eyelashes of a little boy as he leaned close to Jackie.
 
   “Are you really an elf?” he asked.
 
   “Do I look like an elf?”
 
   “You’re shivering. Elves are supposed to like the cold,” he said.
 
   “You are a very observant little boy. What are you going to ask Santa for?”
 
   “Batman. A real one that can fly.”
 
   “Good choice. You’re up,” said Jackie.
 
   The boy was right. It was freezing and the snow continued to fall. As long as Jackie kept moving and stayed close to the throng of parents and children, she stayed warm enough to survive the first two hours. Her friends were in the same boat. They took turns helping the photographer and ushering kids to Santa.
 
   “One more hour,” Teri growled as she switched places in the lineup with Jackie. “If I hear Jingle Bells over the loudspeakers one more time, I’m going to hang myself with a strand of Christmas lights.”
 
   “Maybe we’ll get out of here early,” suggested Jackie. “Santa has to be freezing his sleigh bells off.”
 
   Teri laughed. “My feet are numb and my face is frozen in this fake smile, but I have to admit, it’s kinda fun.”
 
   “If only Mitchell Ames could see us now,” said Jackie.
 
   “Didn’t you notice?”
 
   Teri nodded slightly toward the edge of the illuminated Santa scene. Standing by a park bench just outside the ring of people and lights where Santa had his display, she saw a familiar figure. He was dressed in a long black coat and was, undoubtedly, watching her.
 
   Great. He came to make sure we’re putting in our time. He’s probably enjoying watching us freeze our elf-butts off in these skimpy costumes. At least she and her friends were cheerfully doing their jobs and not shrinking from anything, even the incredible cold that pierced their bones and the snowflakes which brushed their cheeks. For the first time all evening, Jackie regretted that her smile was permanently frozen on her face. Maybe if she rubbed her cheeks enough, they would warm up and relax into the frown that Mitchell deserved.
 
   She had fifteen minutes to go, and she passed the time by cheerfully shepherding the last of the kids and parents through the Santa wish-line. She tried not to look, but every time she glanced in Mitchell’s direction, he was still standing in the same position. Maybe he’s frozen and can’t move, she thought. Serves him right.
 
   Jackie and her friends shivered openly now and it was hard to talk to each other because their faces and lips quivered with the cold. The crowd dispersed almost entirely, but the snowflakes continued to fall, a little faster now. Santa got out of his chair and declared it over for the night. Shelly and Leah packed up the photography equipment and carried it to the truck that came to pick up Santa and his props. Teri and Jackie rolled up the velvet ropes and packed them, too.
 
   Jackie glanced over to the park bench where Mitchell had stood in the cold for almost the whole last hour. He was gone. The cold must have gotten to him and he was probably in his nice warm limousine right now. That suited her just fine. There was nothing she could think of to say to him.
 
   He was deceived and hurt by her actions in Key West and he could not forgive her. She knew. She relived that scene in Hal’s office a hundred times in the last two days. If she could have explained to Mitchell how much she loved being with him over the weekend and how much she wished it had started and ended differently, she would have. But she knew he would only think she was lying.
 
   Now, it was too late. He was gone. There was a small empty space in her heart when she saw he was no longer standing sentinel by that park bench. She squared her shoulders and tried to stop the full-body shivering that gripped her. It was nonsense to harbor any feelings for Mitchell. Despite what they had shared, it was over. They left it in Key West on the beach.
 
   Someone turned off the lights on the tree and it was suddenly very dark where Jackie stood. She felt a tap on her shoulder and she turned around quickly. Santa was standing there holding out a long black coat.
 
   “Fella asked me to give this to you. Said you looked like you needed it,” he said.
 
   Santa put the coat over her shoulders with his white gloved hands. It was still warm inside. Jackie snuggled into the rich black wool and soaked in the warmth from Mitchell’s body. She closed her eyes and held the collar up to her nose and breathed in the scent of him. She opened her eyes and glanced around, but he was nowhere to be found in the dark night. She wondered if he was somewhere watching her as she drew his big coat closely around her shivering body.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   On Thursday morning, Jackie forced herself to get out of her nice warm bed. She had lain awake shivering for half the night. Well, it was mostly the shivering that kept her awake. It was also thinking of Mitchell.
 
   Her friends had looked at her curiously when they saw her wearing a man’s black coat, but they didn’t ask any questions. They knew who it belonged to. She snuggled in the coat all the way home in her cold car and wore it into her apartment. It was draped over a chair in her bedroom. All night. That was another factor keeping her awake. When she tried to forget about Mitchell, a little trace of his scent would find her.
 
   Especially when she went over to the coat and breathed deeply.
 
   A hot shower, some warm clothes, and a pair of sensible shoes. That was what she needed. Jackie pulled on a too tight silk turtleneck, a red wool blazer, and gray flannel trousers. Her feet ached too much for heels, so she settled for black Mary Janes. Definitely not a sexy ensemble, but who was going to care? This was really more a combat uniform than work clothes. She wasn’t even halfway through her mission to stick out two weeks at Ames Worldwide for a letter of recommendation.
 
   Jackie made it through the lobby and up the elevators to the eleventh floor without anyone noticing that she had a man’s coat over her arm. She didn’t have a plan for returning it, but it had to leave her apartment. For sure. When she got to her office, her friends were gathered around the coffee pot clutching hot steaming mugs. Leah had a small blue paper in her hand—another inter-office memo.
 
   “Don’t tell me,” said Jackie. “Another ransom note from the boss?”
 
   “You’re not going to believe this one,” Leah said.
 
   Jackie took the memo from her and read it.
 
    
 
   All company employees in the Chicago office are required to attend the Holiday party on Friday, December 12, at 8:00 p.m. The attire is formal. Failure to attend will result in the forfeiture of the employee’s Holiday bonus.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe this. It’s extortion,” said Jackie hotly. She felt like cramming Mitchell’s fine-smelling coat down his throat.
 
   Her friends didn’t say anything. They all looked at their coffee cups.
 
   “I don’t remember it being formal last year,” said Leah.
 
   “It was, we just didn’t go--remember?” asked Teri. “We had on our formals, then changed our minds and went out and had our own party,” she explained to Jackie.
 
   “That’s when I met Denny,” Shelly said wistfully.
 
   “Well, you can bring him as a date this year,” Teri said.
 
   “You’re not actually going to go, are you?” Jackie asked. “He can’t really make us, can he? I thought we had Shelly’s wedding rehearsal tomorrow night?”
 
   “The rehearsal will be over early, so we can make it,” Shelly said.
 
   “And you want to go to a work party, the night before your wedding?”
 
   “I was planning to use my Christmas bonus to pay for part of our honeymoon,” she said.
 
   Teri nodded. “Holiday shopping for me.”
 
   “Trip home to see the folks for me,” Leah said.
 
   Jackie laughed. “Severance package for me,” she said with a smile. She sighed. “I guess we’re going. Now what the hell are we going to wear?”
 
   They looked at their coffee cups again. “We all have our formals from last year. No one saw us in them, so we might as well get them out of the closet again,” suggested Teri. “Hope I had mine cleaned before I put it away.”
 
   “That just leaves you, Jackie,” Shelly said.
 
   “I haven’t had a formal since my high school prom,” she said. “Maybe I’ll wear that. It would serve him right to have to look at rows of turquoise ruffles.”
 
   “Just your luck, he’d like it,” said Leah. “He probably liked that elf costume, too.”
 
   “Well, maybe I should wear that to the party,” Jackie said.
 
   “Why don’t you just wear your bridesmaid gown?” Shelly suggested.
 
   “Before the wedding?”
 
   Shelly laughed. “It’s not like it’s bad luck or anything. It’s a nice black gown.” She smiled. “And you can take off the plaid sash if you want.”
 
   “Are you kidding? That’s my favorite part,” she grinned. “Makes me look like a present.”
 
   The black gown without the sash would work out fine, solving her attire problem, but it didn’t solve the bigger problem. Could they all really endure another week of this torture? Yesterday he played games with her friends, tomorrow night he would broaden the circle to include the whole building. What was next? How far would he go? If she just quit, would Mitchell stop with the ridiculous demands? Would her friends be able to go back to normal?
 
   It was starting to be more and more tempting. She would walk away from Ames Worldwide with absolutely nothing, but that’s also how she came to it six months ago. Maybe it was a wash either way.
 
   “I’m not going,” Jackie said finally.
 
   “But you have to,” Teri said. “You need your bonus, it’ll hold you over until you find another job.”
 
   “I’m quitting. Today. Enough is enough. If I leave, he might leave you all alone.”
 
   Her friends stood shoulder to shoulder in front of her and looked resolute.
 
   “You’re not quitting,” Leah said. “Only one more week of his crap and you’ll walk out of here with a Christmas bonus, your back vacation pay, and a recommendation.”
 
   “If you’re like the rest of us, you don’t have any savings and you need a job as bad as we do,” added Teri.
 
   “Besides,” said Shelly. “Being forced to be an elf in the freezing cold and then dress up for a boring office party isn’t the worst thing that’s ever happened to us.”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of,” Jackie said. “What do you think he has planned for next week?”
 
   ****
 
   After lunch, Jackie finally got up the nerve to return the long black coat. She couldn’t spend another night in her apartment with it, and she knew where it belonged. Teri called her friend Margie from the executive floor who assured her that Mitchell was out of the office at a meeting, so Jackie seized the opportunity to return the coat without the risk of seeing him.
 
   She grabbed the coat and headed for the elevator without remembering that she left her red blazer on the back of her chair. Her white silk turtleneck hugged her curves far too close for office apparel, but she was already in the elevator and it was too late to go back now. She stood there alone in the elevator trying to resist wrapping herself in the large coat that still carried Mitchell’s scent.
 
   She rode up to the fifteenth floor and walked quickly down the hallway to his office. She knew where it was. It was the largest office, on the end. It probably occupied a whole corner of the floor and had huge windows overlooking the city. To get to it, she had to pass by the office where Hal used to work. Just thinking about what had happened there three days ago made her quicken her pace. She felt flushed and a little breathless. Just a little farther, and she would be at Mitchell’s office.
 
   Jackie cautiously tapped on the glass door and silently prayed that Margie was right, just this once. The door opened and, to her relief, she saw a red-haired secretary in a conservative navy blue pants suit. The secretary looked curiously at Jackie and the coat over her arm.
 
   “This belongs to Mr. Ames. He….uh…left it somewhere and I wanted to return it,” Jackie stammered.
 
   “Would you like to give it to him personally?” the red-haired secretary asked. “He should be back any minute.”
 
   “No,” Jackie said quickly. Her worst nightmare. “Thanks anyway.”
 
   Jackie laid the coat over a chair, turned around, and began to walk very quickly away. What had the secretary meant by “any minute”? Was he in the elevator right now? Had she come this close to running into him?
 
   She practically flew down the long hallway that seemed to stretch on for a mile, and stood nervously in front of the elevator. The fifteenth floor was the top floor in the building, so she mentally resolved to be patient as the elevator slowly made its way up there. She watched the lights overhead and saw one of the elevators begin on the first floor and then slowly continue its rise to the top. It stopped several times, but each time it continued its way up.
 
   Her stomach felt like it was falling and her insides felt squishy. If her feet weren’t still so sore from last night, she would have considered running desperately down the stairs. The elevator inched closer and closer and she began to dread the doors opening. It was only four floors down to her office. Maybe her sore feet weren’t that sore after all. He was off at a meeting…but Margie hadn’t said where…and his secretary expected him at any moment. It was an eternity before the elevator stopped.
 
   A bell dinged, the door opened, and Jackie refused to even look. She glimpsed a reflection of a tall dark-haired man in the mirrored wall across from the elevator and then she was caught up in someone’s arms.
 
   “Hey, Jackie!” a man said cheerfully, and then he released her and stepped back.
 
   “Jimmy!” she said. She was too stunned to say anything more.
 
   “Mitchell told me you worked here, but I just couldn’t quite wrap my head around it,” he said.
 
   “He told you that?”
 
   “On the phone. Yesterday.”
 
   “So,” Jackie began. She was still flushed, breathless, flustered. “You came up here to visit your brother?”
 
   “Uh huh. Thought he could use some company.”
 
   “Is he okay?” Jackie asked. Despite thinking that he was being a royal jerk, the thought of him needing someone gave her heart a little tug.
 
   “I think so. Just needs someone to talk to.” Jimmy suddenly looked very serious. “Sometimes you need a friend to help you see things the way they really are.”
 
   Jackie felt like a lead weight settled on her shoulders. She swallowed hard, but there was still a lump in her throat. Even with his sunny and carefree personality, Jimmy was letting her know he was there to help his brother get over her. She felt the color drain from her face and didn’t know what to say. The elevator door had already shut and it began falling away toward another part of the building. The one behind her suddenly dinged and opened, but Jackie didn’t move.
 
   She saw a reflection in the mirrored wall again. A tall dark haired man. Everything stopped. She stood there between the two brothers and suddenly felt very small and self-conscious. She knew she was the reason Jimmy had come suddenly to Chicago. She could feel Mitchell’s eyes on her from behind and she wished she had not forgotten her blazer. She felt naked and exposed in her tight white sweater. No one moved or said anything for a full and loaded second.
 
   The elevator door behind her was still open. It was her only chance. She turned and dashed into it without giving either brother a chance to make a move. The door shut and she felt herself dropping and dropping. She leaned her head against the cool wall of the elevator and wished it would never stop.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   “Why doesn’t he just fire me?” Jackie asked.
 
   It was Friday morning, one week exactly since Jackie and Mitchell had first met. One week of incredible highs and agonizing lows.
 
   “‘Cause he can’t,” said Teri practically. “He’d need a good reason.”
 
   “He could fabricate one,” Jackie said. “For example, he could say I called in sick and took off for the Florida Keys.”
 
   “Maybe he doesn’t want to fire you,” Leah said. “Maybe he wants you right here where he can have his way with you.”
 
   “Leah!” Shelly and Teri said together.
 
   “Just a thought,” said Leah.
 
   Jackie took a deep breath. She didn’t feel very brave this morning at all. The stress of the week had taken its toll. Waiting for the next shoe to fall was wearing her down. She wanted to wave the white flag and run far away. Simultaneously wanting to feel Mitchell’s arms around her and dreading the thought of even seeing him had torn her nearly apart for five days now. She hadn’t been able to sleep, she had hardly eaten, and she just wanted to curl up and cry.
 
   “The last time I got myself in…this situation,” Jackie began.
 
   Shelly patted her hand reassuringly. “Slept with your boss,” she said kindly. Helpfully.
 
   Jackie nodded. They were all sitting around the small table in their break room. No work was getting done today. There was a party atmosphere in the whole building, and they were all putting in their time until they could leave early and get ready for tonight’s party. People in their building had grumbled loudly about being forced to attend the holiday party with little notice, but most of the complaints subsided when the rumors about the party began to circulate.
 
   There was talk of unlimited food and alcohol, live music, party favors, and some other surprises. It was entirely possible that the party would end up being the highlight of the year. That was one thing Jackie was grateful for. If Mitchell was doing this to torture her somehow, at least it wasn’t harming everyone else. They might even like it. She hoped.
 
   Jackie couldn’t picture herself enjoying the party. Why dress up when any possibility that Mitchell cared for her was probably gone? Why sweep her hair up and bother with jewelry when he would only notice her to disapprove. Since his brother came to town yesterday, she hadn’t seen or heard a word from either one of them. They were probably drinking and roasting her over the coals. Nope, the Key West weekend was going down in history as a fatally stupid mistake that led to a miserable week which led to her being out on the street. After suffering through a holiday party at Mitchell’s command.
 
   Her friends were incredibly supportive, even cheerful, about suffering alongside her.
 
   “What did happen with that?” Leah asked. “The whole boss thing. You never told us the whole story.”
 
   “I was twenty-two and fresh out of college. I thought I was in love. I was stupid enough to think he felt the same way.”
 
   “How long were you together?” asked Teri.
 
   “Almost two years. Can you believe he fooled me that long?” Jackie took a deep breath and composed herself before delivering the final statement about what had happened. Her friends probably guessed it anyway.
 
   “He fired me when someone cuter came along.”
 
   No one said anything for a minute.
 
   “I can’t believe anyone is cuter than you,” said a deep voice from the doorway.
 
   Four heads snapped up and turned toward the door. Three of the women eyed the newcomer curiously. Only Jackie knew who he was.
 
   “I stopped by to say so long,” said Jimmy. “Mitchell said I’d find you here.”
 
   Jackie smiled at him. He was so open and friendly, he was impossible not to like. “Thanks, Jimmy. I hope you have a safe flight back to Key West.”
 
   “I’m zooming out on the corporate jet. Getting sent home in style this time.”
 
   “I hope your visit was…” Jackie stopped. What did she hope it was? Productive? Helpful? Fun? She knew why he was here. That didn’t leave her much to hope for when it came to the outcome.
 
   Jimmy smiled sympathetically at her. “There’s not much I can do when it comes to my brother,” he said. “When his mind is made up about something, it’s a done deal.”
 
   He came over and pressed a quick kiss to Jackie’s cheek. “Look me up next time you’re in the neighborhood,” he said. He smiled at her and whispered, “I’ve got a moped with training wheels all ready for you.”
 
   And then he was gone.
 
   ****
 
   Jackie turned around slowly in front of the full length mirror in her bedroom. She was wearing the black bridesmaid gown she bought for Shelly’s wedding tomorrow. Luckily, it didn’t look much like a bridesmaid gown. The water-stained taffeta cut in a halter style showed off her toned shoulders and arms. It wrapped closely around her slim waist and then flared out in an A-line skirt that fell below her knees. She had black heels her feet had recovered enough to wear. Everything was complete. Except she had left half her heart on a sunny beach a thousand miles away.
 
   She swept up most of her hair in a loose knot in the back, but left several strands to wander and curl over her shoulders. She wore no jewelry at all. Really, there was no reason to fuss. She was going to the party because she was forced to go. Her friends would probably pair off and dance with some guys from another office. She planned to hover near a wall and attempt to be invisible until she could escape.
 
   This, she resolved, was the last time she would step foot in Mitchell Ames’ building. She did not plan to say anything to her friends because she didn’t want to ruin the party for them or the wedding tomorrow night, but the game with Mitchell was over. She was ending it. If she was gone, he couldn’t toy with her and drag everyone else into it. If she left, she could forget about him and try to pick up the pieces of her life. She would put in her appearance at the party and then leave.
 
   As of tonight, the game was over.
 
   And she knew who lost.
 
   ****
 
   Mitchell nervously tied his black bowtie. He owned more than one tuxedo, but seldom wore them. Tonight was a special night. He spent all week making up his mind about a lot of things. He floated ideas, tested the waters, talked it all out with Jimmy. After tonight, there would be no more games or nonsense. He had made up his mind.
 
   His driver dropped him off at the front doors of his building. The doorman opened the gleaming doors wide and he stepped into a lobby aglow with lights, red poinsettias, and a huge evergreen. He hardly recognized his own building. The decorating crew came in after everyone left the office today. He wanted people to walk back into a stunning Christmas surprise. He was counting on surprises tonight.
 
   Despite the fact he owned the whole corporation, loneliness surrounded him as he walked through the lobby and waited for the elevator that would take him up to the fourth floor auditorium where the party was. Everyone greeted him, but no one looked like it made their day to see him. Maybe it wasn’t just a cliché. It was lonely at the top. He had often felt the same loneliness over the years. There were only two people who erased that loneliness and filled his emptiness. One was his brother, and one was someone who danced in all his dreams. Whether she could actually dance or not. Maybe he would find out tonight.
 
   Mitchell stepped out of the elevators on the fourth floor and walked into the festive and incredibly decorated party. There were glowing trees scattered around, colored lights strung in a pattern across the ceiling, and tables decorated with red cloths and glowing candles. Dozens of waiters circulated with trays of drinks and food. A live orchestra played holiday music on a stage. It was incredible, just as he had imagined it. Absolutely beautiful. Magical.
 
   He looked around at the people who worked here in his Chicago office. There were several hundred of them, many of whom had worked there for years. But he hardly knew them. The amount of money he spent on this event tonight was entirely disproportional to the amount of money this part of his business actually made him. It was ironic, sure, but this evening had to be perfect. It was a night they were not going to forget.
 
   Mitchell took a glass of champagne from a tray. He doubted that the hired waiter had any idea that he was the owner of this whole operation. He was a formally attired man among many here tonight, a face in the crowd. Except he had a big announcement to make, one no employee likely saw coming. He relished the secret knowledge and continued to circulate through the hundreds of people already in attendance.
 
   There was only one person he wanted to find tonight. He stationed himself near an evergreen tree so he could watch people get off the elevator. Mitchell felt a little like a voyeur at his own party, but his desire to see Jackie was too powerful to resist. He wanted to see her face when the first glow of the gorgeous room hit her.
 
   While he was watching the elevators, he chatted with a young man who appeared to be waiting for someone. He didn’t recognize the man and he didn’t think the young man knew who he was either. Mitchell felt a little giddy and was into his second glass of champagne. The excitement of the evening intoxicated him.
 
   “Great party,” the younger man said.
 
   “Certainly is,” Mitchell said. Then he winked conspiratorially and said, “I hear the boss is making a big announcement tonight about the future of the company.”
 
   He hadn’t meant to let it slip, but then he decided it might just be a good thing. It would create a little buzz and some excitement, he thought.
 
   “But don’t tell anyone,” he added. “It’s supposed to be hush-hush.”
 
   The young man nodded and then walked off to join a woman who had apparently just come from the cloak room. They disappeared into the crowd and Mitchell turned back to watching the elevators. He counted six elevator cars filled with people he vaguely recognized as his employees, and then the doors finally opened on a group of four women and one man.
 
   He saw only Jackie. She stepped slowly out of the elevator behind her friends. The doors closed and he saw two Jackies. One from the front and the other a reflection of her back in the glossy doors of the elevator. He caught his breath. She was stunning.
 
   His eyes took her in hungrily. Her dark hair was swept up just enough to reveal her neck and shoulders. Her black gown cascaded almost all the way to toes that peeked out from sexy black heels. Her face glowed with the lights from the room and he hoped she approved of the decorations. He wanted to tell her that he had done all this for her. She looked flushed and excited. He couldn’t move. This was what he had waited for.
 
   As if she could sense his eyes on her, she turned her head curiously in his direction until her eyes locked with his. He felt, at that moment, that they were the only people in a room filled with light and music. He wanted to feel her in his arms. He would not wait another second.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Jackie had barely stepped out of the elevator when tingling down her spine and sudden heat told her that Mitchell was there. She turned her head slowly until she saw him. He looked like a predator that had lain in wait for his prey and was now ready to pounce. She didn’t think she could take it if he pounced on her right now. Her feelings were on the surface, bravery was at an all-time low. She was not going to play the game tonight because she was so dangerously close to total surrender.
 
   This was her last time in this building, her last time stepping off the elevator with her friends. It had to end. She tried to follow her group and blend in with them as they slowly mixed with the crowd, but she felt a hand on her shoulder before they had made it into the magical circle of trees, lights, and music. She had no doubt who the owner of that hand was. The full body reaction from just one touch told her everything she needed to know.
 
   She turned slowly. He was so close, so handsome. His crisp white shirt against his tanned skin, his dark tuxedo that stretched over his broad shoulders. She looked straight into his neatly-tied bowtie when she first turned around and then raised her eyes to his face. For a moment, they were not enemies. They were not in Chicago. They were on a beach in the tropical dark night with fireworks exploding around them. They were on a blanket on the sand in the shady circle of two entwined palms with the blue water dancing just across the white sand.
 
   His face hovered within inches of hers. She sensed he was waiting for an invitation, an indication of some kind. She felt dizzy. She had hardly eaten all day. If he closed the inches between them and crushed his lips over hers right now, she would do nothing to resist. She had known that the whole week was leading to this moment. All the feelings from his touch and his lips that she relished from a week ago were right there on the surface again. She wanted him so desperately. The tension was incredible. She waited for him to say something, do something.
 
   He still had his hand on her shoulder. Didn’t move it when she turned around. She felt each of his warm fingers as they spread possessively over her bare skin. She had no idea where her friends were. It was just the two of them. Eyes roamed hungrily over her body and then came back to her face. He seemed to be making a physical effort to control himself. She wondered why for a moment then remembered they were in a room with hundreds of people.
 
   He leaned close and brushed his lips over her ear. “Dance with me,” he said.
 
   Jackie realized that a small orchestra had been playing since she stepped off the elevator, but she finally heard it for the first time. She nodded. She knew she could have said no, but the words would not come to her lips.
 
   Mitchell took her hand and she followed him to the dance floor just below the orchestra set up on a stage. Lights and trees surrounded the floor and swirled in her peripheral vision. His tuxedo jacket brushed the bare skin revealed by her halter-style dress in the back as he held her so close her legs were imprisoned by his. His arm was tight, encircling her waist. She put her hand on his shoulder and felt the hard muscles underneath. His other hand gripped hers.
 
   The orchestra played a Christmas waltz as Jackie tried to concentrate on the steps of the dance and keep time with Mitchell. His cheek grazed hers and she closed her eyes, putting herself at his mercy in the dance. She breathed in the feel and scent of him. His cologne had been faint, worn-off in Key West. It was fresh and intoxicating tonight. If only for a few minutes, if only for one dance, it was so good to be in his arms. It felt like she remembered, she didn’t want the moment to end.
 
   She forced herself to open her eyes so she wouldn’t stumble into anyone or crash into a table. People crowded around the dance floor watching the dozen or so couples actually dancing. She and Mitchell had the full attention of most of the spectators. Of course, many of them knew exactly who he was. Jackie thought they were staring at him. Maybe they wondered why he was dancing so closely with a girl they had vaguely seen around for the last six months and who usually never ventured far from the dull office on the eleventh floor.
 
   Maybe they weren’t wondering anything at all. Perhaps everyone was enthralled by the colors, the lights, the music, the champagne. Jackie made brief eye contact with Teri and Leah who had glasses of something bubbly in each hand. Shelly and Denny danced together on the other side of the dance floor. They smiled approvingly at her.
 
   “You should consider a career as a dancer,” Mitchell said. He leaned in and whispered the words into her ear and she felt his warm breath. He pulled back a little so she could see his face. She could tell from his smile he was teasing her a little, but not mocking. She felt hot, overpowered, dizzy. He was so overwhelming, so masculine, so dangerously tempting. She knew she would lose any game he proposed tonight. “Are you enjoying the party?”
 
   “Yes,” she said in a voice she didn’t even recognize. “It’s incredible.”
 
   Mitchell drew his face back again and locked eyes with her. “It’s all because of you,” he said.
 
   The song abruptly ended and Mitchell steered her to the edge of the dance floor. Her friends were talking to a crowd of other people. They all looked animated, engaged in their conversation.
 
   “I’ll get us a drink,” Mitchell said, “be right back.”
 
   Jackie stood there breathless, marooned in a sea of people. Suddenly, Teri and Leah appeared at her side.
 
   “Are you alright?” Teri asked.
 
   “Don’t I look alright?”
 
   “No.” Teri and Leah spoke emphatically together.
 
   “Where’s the boss?” Leah asked.
 
   “Gone to get drinks,” Jackie said. She was confused. They looked so happy a minute ago, but now they looked tense. “What’s the matter?”
 
   Leah and Teri looked uncertainly at each other. “We heard a rumor,” Teri said.
 
   Jackie’s heart sank. Her knees felt weak. She knew it was a mistake to let him get so close to her, to hold her like that, to make her feel so…
 
   “Mitchell is supposedly going to make some big announcement about the future of the company. Here. Tonight,” Teri continued.
 
   “Rumor is that he forced us all to be here, plans to get us liquored up, and then drop the bomb,” Leah added.
 
   “Bomb?” Jackie said. Her head swum, nothing made sense.
 
   She swung her gaze over to Mitchell. He held two glasses of champagne, but was stopped talking to someone. He kept stepping away from the other man like he was trying to disengage himself politely from the conversation. His eyes were on her. She didn’t know who to believe, who to trust, where to even turn.
 
   “Margie thinks he’s shutting us down for good this time,” said Teri.
 
   Closing down? But she thought that had all gone away. It seemed like the whole deal was over and done a few days ago. She looked at Mitchell. His eyes were still on her, but people kept stepping between them, and he couldn’t make any progress toward her. She knew her face betrayed her confusion. Suddenly, he looked worried.
 
   Then it hit her. What he had said. “It’s all because of you.”
 
   Because of her, everyone here was going to be out of a job. Because he wanted to get her back for deceiving him, he played this terrible joke on everyone. She thought she was going to faint. She felt nauseous, disgusted. She turned her eyes back to Leah and Teri.
 
   “I’m going to the restroom,” she said quickly.
 
   “Are you okay? Do you want us to come with you?” they asked in a blur of worried voices.
 
   “No,” Jackie said. “I’ll be fine.” She hoped her friends would buy it.
 
   She turned and started walking through the crowd of partiers like a zombie. She stepped into an elevator just as its occupants got out and the door started to close. First floor. Tunnel to parking garage. Escape.
 
   An eternity passed as the elevator sank slowly to the first floor. She could only think of flight. If she could only get outside in the cold air.
 
   The button said first floor, the door finally opened. She moved forward blindly, ready to stumble out and run anywhere. Instead of running away, she ran into a solid wall of black tuxedo. She felt herself lifted nearly off the ground and forced backward into the elevator. Just before the door shut, she saw a group of people outside the elevator and heard a familiar voice growl, “take a different one.”
 
   Then she was alone in the elevator. She raised her eyes to Mitchell’s face, afraid to even look at him.
 
   He breathed heavily like he had just been running. Jackie suddenly realized he must have run down four flights of stairs at a dangerous speed to beat her elevator to the first floor. He pressed his hand over the button that closed the door. They were alone. He stood in front of her, not touching her. Tension radiated from his body.
 
   “Where were you going?”
 
   Jackie could barely speak. “Away.”
 
   “Again.”
 
   She didn’t understand at first what he meant, so he repeated it.
 
   “Again. I go to get us a drink, and you run away from me,” Mitchell said. He wasn’t angry. It was more like anguish. “Why?”
 
   She backed up against the shiny wall of the elevator and felt the cool metal on her bare skin. She watched Mitchell hit the button for the fifteenth floor and then turn to face her again.
 
   “When you ran away from me on Mallory Square…” he said, “the phone call. What was it?”
 
   “My friend Teri. She told me,” Jackie swallowed hard and concentrated on keeping her voice level, staying calm, “she told me that you were married.”
 
   “I wasn’t. I’m not.” he said flatly.
 
   “I know that now, but I didn’t then. I felt so…” she couldn’t finish what she was saying, a shudder passed over her as she thought what she had felt like. She tried to breathe. It was getting so difficult in this elevator.
 
   “You could have asked me,” he said.
 
   And revealed everything to him right then. Betrayed her friends. Right. “No,” she said softly.
 
   The elevator stopped on the fourth floor and the doors popped open. Jackie saw Teri and Leah outside the door looking anxious and worried. Mitchell reached over and jabbed the close door button and hit floor fifteen again.
 
   He turned back to Jackie. “My ex-wife used me because of my money. It was over with her a long time ago. It was never,” he paused and she saw him swallow and compose himself, “it was never like this.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   His face softened and he took a step closer to Jackie. “When I first realized that you knew who I was, I thought…I thought maybe I was being used again. I couldn’t…”
 
   “No,” Jackie said. “You have to know that it was never like that.”
 
   “I do. Now,” he said. He inched closer, slowly, as if he was afraid she was a rare bird that was going to take off again if he got too close.
 
   He moved close enough to touch her, and she almost surrendered. But then she remembered what she’d heard. The announcement. The future of everyone there tonight.
 
   “Why did you do all this,” she said, an edge creeping into her voice.
 
   “This?” he asked.
 
   “This elaborate charade, this grand party. Why?”
 
   “Two reasons,” he said.
 
   “And they are?”
 
   “One: I wanted to make a big announcement and I wanted everyone to be there to hear it.”
 
   Jackie nodded slowly. No kidding, she thought. His ruthlessness and cruelty was almost unimaginable. And she was trapped in an elevator with him.
 
   “Stop right there,” she said. “Let me off this elevator now.”
 
   Mitchell looked baffled, she could see hurt wrestling with anger in his eyes. He moved in front of the buttons, blocking her.
 
   “Why?” he asked.
 
   “You have to ask? You think I’d want to be anywhere near a man who put all my friends out of a job? A man who thought it was a funny, sick joke to make everyone dress up and come like lambs to the slaughter? You make me sick.”
 
   Jackie tried to push past him and hit a button, any button, on the control panel to open the doors and get her out of there. Confused and trapped, she wanted out.
 
   She was no match for him. His strong arms wrapped around her, gently forcing her to give up the struggle. It was pointless. After a minute, though, she realized he wasn’t restraining her. He was holding her. Gently. His hands traveled over her back, caressed the back of her head, toyed with the curls that cascaded from their hold. This was not what she expected.
 
   The elevator doors opened at the fifteenth floor. Mitchell took her hand.
 
   “Come with me,” he said gently, “please.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Something made Jackie follow him from the elevator. She walked like someone in a dream. She let him lead her down the long hallway toward his office at the other end. Stood still and didn’t even think of running away when he let go of her hand to dig a key out of his pocket. He turned on the lights in his office and walked over to his desk.
 
   “I want to show you something,” he said.
 
   He drew some papers out of a manila file in his top drawer and handed them to her. He pulled his leather desk chair out and rolled it over, inviting her to sit.
 
   “You’re a smart woman, Jackie,” he said evenly. “I know you’ll understand what you’re seeing here.”
 
   She sat down in his soft leather chair and looked at the papers in her trembling hands. It took only a minute to realize Mitchell was planning to make a big announcement tonight. He was going to double the size of the Chicago operation and employ a lot more people. He had drawings for the expansion of the current building including an employee fitness center, a daycare, a new cafeteria, and a penciled-in smudgy area that she couldn’t quite make out.
 
   “What’s this part?” she asked, looking up and meeting his eyes for the first time.
 
   “That was Jimmy’s suggestion,” he said. “My brother helps me with all my important decisions.” Mitchell smiled. “It’s an animal rescue shelter.”
 
   “That was why Jimmy was here this week?” she asked.
 
   “Among other things. Sometimes I need advice from mi hermano.”
 
   “You never did explain the ‘technicality’ about your father,” she said.
 
   “Jimmy and I have the same father, but his mother was the housekeeper at our Key West estate. I think my father truly loved her and definitely loved Jimmy. We grew up together like brothers.”
 
   “What did your mother think of that?”
 
   “She died when I was in my early teens, but I think she always had a soft spot for Jimmy. Everyone does. I think our father planned to leave him half his estate, but he never got around to it before he died.”
 
   “So you got it all, but you share with him,” Jackie said quietly.
 
   “He’s my brother. And he gives me great advice about women.”
 
   “What did he say about me?” Jackie asked. “Or don’t I want to know?”
 
   “He said I should look at what’s right in front of me.”
 
   Jackie slowly stood up and stepped closer to Mitchell. “And that is…?”
 
   “Something so important that it makes everything else worthwhile. Which explains my first reason for having this elaborate party. I wanted you to be standing at my side when I made my big announcement.”
 
   Jackie could hardly breathe. She could tell Mitchell was holding his breath, too.
 
   “Then we’d better get back to the party,” she said slowly.
 
   “Wait. Don’t you want to know my other reason for having the party?”
 
   “Well?” she asked even though every nerve in her body sang with the knowledge of what he was going to say.
 
   “I was afraid that if I asked you out, you wouldn’t go. And I had to feel you in my arms again. I wanted to dance with you. I needed to touch you.” He grinned. “This is the most expensive date I’ve ever had.”
 
   Jackie giggled. Too much emotion had to come out somewhere and she felt like she could incinerate from the heat rolling off both of them.
 
   “So,” she said. “You’re saying I should make it worth your while?”
 
   Mitchell pulled her close, pressing her against his hard body and kissing her greedily. She returned his kiss with the same urgency. His hands fumbled with the zipper down the back of her dress and the closure at the back of her neck.
 
   “Um, Mitchell,” she said.
 
   He was in the middle of kissing her neck when he reluctantly stopped and said,
 
   “Hmmm?”
 
   “Lights? Windows? Free show for all?” she said playfully.
 
   “Let the world see that you’re all mine,” he said, tasting her lips.
 
   “I think there are other ways to show them that,” she answered.
 
   “Come to think of it, I want you all to myself. What are you doing after the party?”
 
   “I think,” she said, “that depends on what you’re doing.”
 
   “Good question.” Mitchell kissed her nose and pulled a serious face. “There’s something important we’ve never experienced together.”
 
   Jackie waited, his knitted brows making her nervous.
 
   He grinned. “There’s probably a long list, but right now I’m thinking sex. Indoor sex.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “And soon. Please,” he groaned, kissing the delicate skin of her throat. “I want to get that dress off you and finish what I started. Eyes wide open this time. Me knowing you and you knowing me.”
 
   “I like it.”
 
   “Which part?”
 
   “All of it. No mystery this time.”
 
   “None? Maybe a little mystery would be fun,” Mitchell said, grinning. “I might have a few tricks up my sleeve. I haven’t shown my whole hand quite yet.”
 
   A thrill raced over Jackie, desire throbbing through her. “Where are we going for this indoor, eyes wide open sex with possible mystery involved?”
 
   “Believe it or not, I do own a home here in Chicago. I’m even willing to be your date for Shelly’s wedding if you’ll spend tonight with me.”
 
   “You know about her wedding?”
 
   “I own the company,” he said, a crooked smile on his face. “Of course I know all about my employees.”
 
   “Right. Tell me five things you know about the girls in my office,” she teased.
 
   “Easy. I know Shelly’s in love. Leah and Teri can be easily bought. You all listen to Margie too much. You missed your flight in Key West. And you look fantastic as elves. Especially you.”
 
   Jackie reached up and toyed with a lock of his dark hair, saying nothing.
 
   “I could look up your social security numbers, too, if that would be more convincing.”
 
   She kissed him, her mouth lingering over his, touching and tracing his lips like she was memorizing them.
 
   “One more important thing,” he said. “My brother is crazy about you. Which reminds me…” He disappeared for a second into a room beside his office and came back holding a small gray kitten.
 
   “Jimmy brought him. He said he thought you liked him.”
 
   Jackie took the kitten and cuddled him. “When I held him at the animal shelter, I thought he would fit in so well in our office. He’s gray and needs attention.”
 
   Mitchell frowned. “Your office is gray and needs attention?”
 
   Jackie stood on tiptoe and kissed him playfully on the lips. “Have you ever been in our office? Even the coffee is gray.”
 
   “We’re going to have to do something about that,” he said. “Although my plans for you and your friends for next week would certainly have livened it up quite a bit.”
 
   Jackie groaned. “I’m almost afraid to ask what you were going to do to all of us next week.”
 
   “Let’s just say that my brother Jimmy has quite a few exotic animals in need of a good home. I thought that my most devoted employees would want to adopt a few of them in a show of goodwill for the holidays.”
 
   “You will stop at nothing, Mitchell Ames,” Jackie said. “You were starting to make me so desperate that I was considering sacrificing myself and running away just so you’d leave my friends alone.”
 
   Mitchell pulled her abruptly to him, nearly crushing the gray kitten between them. He kissed her tenderly on the lips then looked seriously into her eyes. “The only way to get me off your case is to stay right here in my arms,” he said.
 
   “That,” she said, “is a price I’m more than willing to pay.”
 
   “About next week,” he said seriously.
 
   “Don’t tell me. We have to wear our elf costumes to work? Free gift wrapping in the lobby?”
 
   “There’s only one present I want to get my hands on this Christmas,” he said.
 
   “So…no more torture for the accounting office?”
 
   “Well,” he said, “I have to admit I liked what you said about sacrificing yourself so I’d leave your friends alone.”
 
   “Oh?” she asked, turning her blue eyes and huge smile up to Mitchell’s face.
 
   “If you fly away with me to someplace warm next week, I probably won’t have any time at all to think about accountants or business.”
 
   “I guess I’d do just about anything for my friends,” she said with a grin.
 
   Mitchell pulled her close again. “When we were in Key West, I felt more complete than I ever have in my life. I thought it was the beach and the sun and you.”
 
   “And?” she asked softly.
 
   “I was right about one thing. It’s you. Even standing by the park bench in the freezing cold watching you smile through the snowflakes, I knew I had to have you.”
 
   Jackie’s throat felt tight and her eyes filled with shining tears. “I believe Santa approved,” she said. “He gave me your coat.”
 
   “And you?” he asked, his green eyes intent, “do you approve?”
 
   “Nothing has ever felt so right,” she said. “When we were in Key West, I told you that I could get used to living there. It’s an amazing place, but it wasn’t that. I belong with you.”
 
   Mitchell claimed her lips with a kiss which threatened to erase any chance of getting back to the party he had thrown in her honor.
 
   The kitten woke up and mewed, protesting being crushed between them. Jackie laughed and put the kitten gently back into his box. She took Mitchell’s hand.
 
   “Showtime,” she said. “The way the rumors were spreading when we left, you may be facing a firing squad if we don’t get back to the party with good news soon.”
 
   “With you at my side,” he said, “I’m not worried in the least.”
 
   “Hoping the rotten tomatoes will hit me instead of you?”
 
   “Nope. It improves my image to be seen with you. You are, by far, the most beautiful woman at the party.”
 
   “Can I ask a favor?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “Ask the orchestra to play Jingle Bells for us.”
 
   He groaned. “Just because some buffoon got musical with his boat horn in Key West, don’t tell me we’re going to be stuck with that as our song.”
 
   “Afraid so.”
 
   “Hell of a story to tell our children.”
 
   Jackie wrapped her arms around Mitchell’s neck and wished the elevator ride would last a lot longer than it did. They stepped out together this time into the music and lights of the party. Someone must have quelled the rumors in their absence, because the party rang with good cheer.
 
   No evil glances shot their way as Mitchell took her hand and led her past the tables of people eating gourmet food, past her friends who smiled at her from the dance floor, and up on to the stage by the orchestra. Jackie stood next to Mitchell and looked out at the happy faces, the twinkling lights, and the raised glasses of champagne.
 
   She squeezed his hand and their eyes met.
 
   She felt as warm as a tropical breeze across a sparkling ocean.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
    
 
   The fireworks that lit the sky over Key West on New Year’s Eve were brighter and more colorful than Jackie had ever seen. Her bare toes hugged the sand and the warm breeze from the ocean caressed her face.
 
   “I can’t wait until this show is over,” Mitchell said as his lips brushed her ear. “I have a picnic basket and a blanket in the K car.”
 
   “Are you suggesting we spend the night here on Blue Bottle Beach?” Jackie asked playfully.
 
   “Nope,” he said as he pulled a small black box from his pocket. He opened it, and Jackie saw a diamond that caught the fire and sparkle of every explosion in the sky.
 
   “I’m suggesting we spend a lifetime here.”
 
   Jackie caught her breath and watched the colors of the Grand Finale dance across Mitchell’s face.
 
   “I’m afraid,” she said, her voice cracking and shifting, “there’s a company policy against marrying your boss.”
 
   Mitchell laughed. “I make the policies. I can change ‘em anytime I want.” He got down on one knee.
 
   Jackie held out her left hand, fingers spread. “Maybe I could get a job working for your brother.”
 
   “He owns half the company. He might let you rent out mopeds or find homes for stray animals.” He slipped the ring on her finger. “But I think I’m going to keep you pretty busy.”
 
   A last stray firework exploded with white streamers in the night sky. She stared at the sparkling ring and then lifted her shining eyes to Mitchell’s.
 
   “Will you marry me, Jackie?”
 
   “I will,” she said. “Oh, yes.”
 
   Her words were sure and clear on the still night air.
 
   The official fireworks show ended, but Jackie and Mitchell found another way to celebrate the New Year as their bodies entwined like the twisted palms on Blue Bottle Beach.
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
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   ALL THAT’S UNSPOKEN
 
   Constance Phillips
 
    
 
   Hailey Lambert came home for the holidays to help her father. Instead, eight years later, she is forced to face all that was left unspoken between her and high school crush, Nate.
 
    
 
   After eight years, Hailey is back in Caseville Michigan. Just months after her mother’s death, her siblings want to put their father in a nursing home and rent out the family farm. If that wasn’t enough, the prospective tenant is Nate, the high school crush she left behind the day after they acted on their mutual attraction.
 
    
 
   After high school, Nate Jenkins planned to leave small town behind, but life dealt him a different hand of cards to play. He’s now back in Caseville, raising his daughter, and running his family’s diner. His daughter’s speech disorder has been improved by therapeutic horse riding and if he can lease the old Lambert farm, he can get her a horse of her own. The only standing in the way is Hailey, the same woman who left him eight years ago without even saying goodbye.
 
    
 
   Can they get over all that’s unspoken between them?
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The squeak of the barn door rolling down the metal rail cut through the silence of the night air. It wasn’t as heavy as Hailey remembered, but then again her fondest memories of the barn were from when she was a lot younger.
 
   Her cousin Rhonda laughed as she walked past her then went straight to the light switches, flipping them on. “Quiet or we’re going to get caught.”
 
   “I think we’re old enough to be in the barn after dark.” Hailey pushed the door closed to block the biting wind. Still, it slammed against the walls, causing the aging building to moan and creak in protest, mimicking the mood of her heart as she remembered the events of the last year.
 
   “Think fast!” Rhonda pulled a beer can from the pocket of her coat and then tossed it in Hailey’s direction. “Uncle Bill isn’t going to ground us for sneaking beer?”
 
   Hailey looked at the label a moment before cracking it open. A rush of memories accompanied the sound and scent. “What were we? Sixteen?”
 
   “I think so. Wasn’t that the summer after my family moved to Saginaw? Your mom and Dad let me come and stay with you for a couple of weeks.”
 
   “Thanks for coming out here with me. I needed a break from all the holiday cheer,”
 
   Rhonda hoisted herself up on the gate separating the barn aisle from the open arena, straddling it as if it was a horse.
 
   Hailey leaned against one of the stall doors, and raised the can toward her cousin. “Merry Christmas.” She then took a long sip before continuing. “Jake and Kelly think Dad needs to be put in a nursing home, you know. They’ve been trying to nail me down to ‘talk about it’ since I got home yesterday morning.”
 
   Rhonda exhaled and slid back on the top of the gate until she was leaning against the wall. “I thought he was fine at dinner, a little tired maybe, but aren’t we all? My mom says he has moments, though.”
 
   “That’s what they say too. I haven’t seen any signs.”
 
   “On the drive up here Mom was saying she feels like she owes it to her sister to help Kelly, Jake, and you care for him.”
 
   Everyone in the family had mourned her mother together, but sometimes Hailey became absorbed in her grief and lost sight of the fact that Rhonda had lost an aunt and her mother had lost her sister. “She agrees with them, then?”
 
   Rhonda’s gaze dropped to the barn floor. “I’m so sorry. This has got to be destroying you.”
 
   Hailey took another long draw from the beer. “I know Dad’s taken Mom’s death really hard, but I haven’t seen anything that says diminished capacity. It can’t be dementia. Can it? He’s not that old.”
 
   Rhonda let her foot sway back and forth. The heel of her boot occasionally clipped the metal of the gate sounding like an old church bell. The look on her face was one of empathy, but she had no words.
 
   Hailey understood though, even took solace in the silent support of her cousin and best friend. “It is a lot on Kelly and Jake to care for him. Maybe it’d be easier on everybody if I moved home.”
 
   “No one expects you to abandon the life you’ve made for yourself in the city.”
 
   “What life? It’s been six weeks since I lost my job, and none of my interviews have panned out. Seems like perfect timing to me.”
 
   “The holidays are a really bad time to be looking for a job. You’ll get an offer right after the first of the year. I’m sure of it.”
 
   Hailey shrugged and set the beer can on the ground. She then stepped up on the bottom rail of the gate, and gripped the top rail, flexing her body and stretching out her back as she used to do when she was younger.
 
   Rhonda began laughing again. “Do not get this thing swinging while I’m sitting on it.”
 
   “What’s wrong with you? We used do this all the time. Are you too old now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Rhonda’s simple word rode an infectious giggle. Hailey couldn’t help but laugh too. It was always like this when they were together, as if no time had passed, and they were still carefree children.
 
   It was the first time in months she’d been able to smile despite her problems and it felt good to set the weight of the world aside, if only for a few minutes. She hoisted her leg over, and joined her cousin on the gate, facing Rhonda. “But seriously, if I moved back to town, I could help take care of Dad. If it gave him an extra six months at home wouldn’t it be worth it?”
 
   Rhonda frowned. “Of course it would, but you don’t know that it would give him even an extra day. You need to get all the facts before you make such a big decision. Stop avoiding the conversation with your brother and sister. Sit down and talk to them.”
 
   Hailey nodded, gripping the rail in front of her. “I know, you’re right.”
 
   “I always try to think of New Year’s Eve as a big reset button. You’ll see. It’s time to close the door on all the crap you’ve gone through the past year and try to face the new one with a bit of hope. You’ll get another job.”
 
   “I hope your right.” Hailey paused and looked up toward the hayloft. “We had so much fun growing up here.”
 
   “Didn’t your brother catch you up in that hayloft with Jimmy Johnson?”
 
   “Nah! Not Jimmy.” Her giggle sounded child-like, even to her own ears.
 
   “Who was it then? I know it wasn’t Nate Jenkins. No matter how bad you always wanted it to be.”
 
   Hailey pressed her lips together. Some secrets were too precious to speak, even to Rhonda. The incident her cousin remembered wasn’t with Nate, but she’d had a moment here with him in the quiet of the old barn too.
 
   It was the Fourth of July the summer before they were all to leave for college. Her parents had encouraged her to have a bonfire with all of her friends from school.
 
   Late in the evening, Nate pulled her aside and asked her to go for a walk and right here—in front of the old gate—he’d asked her out.
 
   “Seems like a hundred years ago.”
 
   “You can’t go back in time.”
 
   “But wouldn’t it be nice if we could?”
 
   He’d been so nervous that night. Talked about the weather, the baseball game from TV the night before, and even how high the corn stalks were in the field before he rubbed his sweaty palms on the back of his denim shorts and asked if “she might want to” go out with him.
 
   “What would you do? Not go to college and law school? Marry Nate Jenkins? Work with him in the diner?”
 
   Hailey swung her leg back over the gate and jumped down. With a smooth movement, she reached down, picking up her drink. “Don’t say it like that. Nate’s a good guy.”
 
   “Lighten up. Did I say he wasn’t? I’m just saying you made the right choices. That’s all.”
 
   She leaned her arm against the wall and peeked into an empty stall. “I’m glad you’re sure. Sometimes I don’t know.”
 
   “He has a daughter you know.”
 
   Hailey nodded. “I heard. He moved home so his mom could help him take care of her when she was a baby. No one knows anything about her mother.”
 
   “It’s hard to imagine any of us from school with kids of our own. What is she, five?”
 
   “Almost six.”
 
   She heard Rhonda’s feet hit the ground and then her footfalls. “Really? You’re still hung up on him?”
 
   “I didn’t say that.” Didn’t mean it wasn’t true though. Hailey turned, leaning back against the wall and facing her cousin. “It’s a small town. Jake has actually become pretty good friends with him over the years. I hear things.”
 
   “Sounds to me like you’re protesting too much.”
 
   Hailey shrugged. “I’ve been thinking a lot about the choices I’ve made in life. Being out of work gives you a lot of time for introspection.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve spent too much time examining the past, if you ask me.”
 
   “The decision to leave Nate behind and head to college early was huge. Things might have turned out differently if I’d let the rest of the summer play out.”
 
   “And things might have turned out differently if my family had left fifteen minutes later or sooner to come over here for Christmas dinner. You’ll drive yourself mad thinking about all the ‘what ifs.’”
 
   Hailey nodded, crossing her arms in front of her chest. It didn’t stop the questions from rolling through her mind. But Rhonda was right about one thing, she couldn’t make any decisions based on hypotheses. She needed to gather facts, and her dad’s health was a good place to start. “I guess it’s time to go have that talk with my brother and sister.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate picked up the last glass out of the soapy water and rinsed it before handing to his daughter. After turning off the faucet and releasing the drain stop, he wiped his hands on the edge of the dishtowel Lori was using to dry the glass.
 
   Thank you for helping, he signed.
 
   Lori put the glass in the cupboard and laid out the towel on the edge of the counter before signing her reply. I like to help.
 
   “Hey, quiet down. You two are making such a racket!”
 
   Lori giggled, turning toward the door her aunt had just come through.
 
   “She’s pretty silly, huh?” Nate said.
 
   Lori nodded, as Anna picked her up off the chair, and then set her back down on the floor. “Thanks for doing my job for me.”
 
   Nate patted his daughter’s shoulder. “Why don’t you go brush your teeth and pick out a book? I’ll be along shortly to read to you.”
 
   Lori looped her arms around Anna’s waist. “Love you,” she whispered.
 
   “Love you too, sweetie,” Anna called off to the girl’s retreating frame, then turned her attention to Nate. “You fixed such a big meal for just the three of us. Not that I’m complaining—it was wonderful—but we have enough leftovers for a week.”
 
   “I did it for Lori,” Nate whispered, filling a coffee cup from the pot. He then flipped the switch on the coffee maker and took a seat at the table. “She deserves memorable holidays.”
 
   Anna joined him. “She’ll remember this Christmas for a long time. Not because it looks like a Toys R Us exploded out there, but because you made the whole day about being with her.”
 
   “It is about her. Every day. I’ll do anything to see that smile of hers.”
 
   Anna shifted her weight in the chair, leaning in a little closer to Nate. “She does have the best smile. And laugh.”
 
   “There’s nothing else like it, huh?”
 
   Anna pressed her lips tightly together, holding back something she wanted say. Nate knew she wouldn’t be able to keep it to herself long. A moment later, she proved him right. “It doesn’t help her when you encourage her to sign.”
 
   “It doesn’t hurt either. In fact, the doctor said it was like learning a second language and showed intelligence that she’s been able to pick it up so fast.”
 
   “I never equated her speech disorder with a mental deficiency.”
 
   If there was one person he could let his defensive walls down around it was sister, but the partition he’d built between Lori, him, and the rest of the town was a comfortable place for him, and protecting his daughter was an automatic reaction. “I know you didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “She talks at the barn, you know, because I make her.”
 
   “I wish you wouldn’t put her in embarrassing situations.”
 
   “Her therapist has told you it’s not going to get better if she doesn’t speak.”
 
   “What you’ve been doing with her and the horses proves that’s not true.”
 
   “She is responding to hippotherapy but that will only help so much. She needs to converse.”
 
   Nate pushed his chair back a few inches from the table and twisted it sideways. He took a deep breath, trying to hold his frustration in check. “I know that. I’m grateful for what her doctor and you’ve been able to accomplish, but I will not make communicating with my daughter hard. I work with her on her exercises, but we use sign language too.”
 
   Anna didn’t back down. Not that he expected her to. “I just want what’s best for her. For you too.”
 
   “You think I don’t?”
 
   “I know you do. You’d give her the world if you could. I also think you sometimes encourage the sign language because it makes her dependent on you. It gives the two of you this device for shutting out the rest of the world.”
 
   “Well, sometimes the rest of the world sucks. Is it a wonder she doesn’t want to talk when the kids at school pick on her for stammering?”
 
   “That happened once or twice, yes, but the teachers dealt with it and it’s in the past. I’m not denying the sign language has helped—been a blessing even when her disorder was really bad. All I’m saying is I think you should be actively pushing her to speak. It’s the only way it will continue to improve.”
 
   Nate nodded, but didn’t meet his sister’s gaze. He knew she was right on many of her points. Maybe he did hold Lori a little too close sometimes, but wasn’t a daddy supposed to protect his little girl?
 
   “We’d be lost without your help.” He took a long sip from the coffee mug. “I should get in there and read to her.”
 
   Anna reached over and gripped his wrist. “Sit a minute. You deserve a few quiet moments to yourself and you know she could play with those toy ponies you bought her for hours.”
 
   “If all goes the way I hope, by spring I might be able to get her that real horse she’s been asking for. Jake Lambert says the farm will be available to lease in a few weeks. I just need to figure out how I’m going to squeeze enough money out of my budget to pay what he wants.”
 
   “You’re really going to do this?”
 
   “It’s past time Lori and I got a place of our own.”
 
   “When Mom and Dad retired to Arizona they said we could both stay here as long as we wanted. Maybe I should be the one to get a different place?”
 
   Nate fidgeted with the handle of the coffee cup. “It’s about more than leaving this house and having a place that’s ours. The therapeutic horse riding has helped her so much, but when she’s in school, there aren’t enough hours in the day to get her out to Sunnydale. If we move into the Lambert place, I can get her a horse of her own and she’ll be able to ride daily.”
 
   “If it’s going to be a struggle to make the lease, how are you going to afford a horse too?”
 
   He scraped his hand across his jaw. No matter how many times he refigured the budget, he always came up short. “I’ll make it work. I have to do what’s best for Lori.”
 
   “You give her your best every day, with or without a horse of her own.” Anna insisted.
 
   “Thanks for saying that.”
 
   “It’s true.” She twisted in the seat and then stood, picking up Nate’s now empty coffee cup and taking it to the sink. “It’ll be quiet around here without you.”
 
   “I’m not moving half way around the world. It’s just a mile outside of town. Maybe. If it all works out. I’ll still be at the diner every day. I’ll still need you to help out with Lori.” He leaned back in the chair. “And it won’t be until after Bill goes into Pioneer. Probably not until after the first of the year.”
 
   Anna turned and leaned back against the counter. “I ran into Kelly at the grocery store the other day. She says Hailey is fighting her and Jake about putting their father in the nursing home.”
 
   Hailey. “Is she home?”
 
   “I think Kelly said she was coming in yesterday.”
 
   Why after all this time did just hearing that name send him tumbling eight years into the past? After the way she’d treated him, thinking of her should make him angry, or remind him of the pain. Instead, his pulse quickened.
 
   Just as it had when he’d seen her at the beach with her cousin and her cheerleading friends. It was late June and even though there were half a dozen girls in the group deepening their tans and cooling off with occasional dips into the water, he only had eyes for her.
 
   He and his friends from the basketball team crashed the outing. The two groups formed one and they’d spent a few more hours soaking up the sun together before heading across the street to the Dairy Queen.
 
   For him, it’d marked a beginning. She’d been flirty with him, and for the first time he started to believe she might actually be interested in dating him.
 
   But it must have meant more to him than it ever did to her.
 
   “I wonder why she cares. She couldn’t wait to get far away from here.” And me.
 
   Just a couple of weeks after that afternoon and a day after their one and only date, Hailey packed up her car and fled town as fast as she could.
 
   No goodbyes.
 
   That night, he’d thought she returned all the mixed-up feelings he’d felt for her throughout high school. Her rapid exit sent him on a downward spiral.
 
   A feeble attempt to get her out of his mind and heart resulted in the short-term fling that blessed him with his daughter.
 
   Convincing Lori’s mother not to put an end to the pregnancy hadn’t been easy. Watching the woman walk away from both of them just hours after giving birth had reaffirmed one truth for Nate. He was the kind of guy women easily left.
 
   Over time, Nate accepted the tradeoff. His world revolved around his daughter. She needed him to be there, completely devoted to her needs. He had no spare time to give to a woman who would disregard his daughter and eventually leave him.
 
   “Bill is her dad. Of course she’s concerned about his health.”
 
   Nate nodded. Anna was right. He shouldn’t be questioning Hailey’s motives surrounding her father. However, it did seem that once again she was complicating his plan for happiness.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Didn’t it go against some primal law of nature to talk about putting your father in a nursing home on Christmas Day?
 
   Hailey wished they didn’t need to have this conversation, but knew it was necessary.
 
   Once the extended family had left, the three siblings gathered in the kitchen. Kelly’s husband gave Jake’s family a ride home, and Jake would return the favor, dropping his sister off as soon as they’d come to a final decision.
 
   Hailey was glad her father had gone on to bed. She had questions that would be more difficult to ask in front of him and believed his absence would make it easier for her siblings to be candid.
 
   Kelly sat at the head of the kitchen table. Her elbows on the oak surface and her forehead resting against her hands. Her words were drenched with the same sorrow that picked at Hailey’s heart. “If you’re so against this, are you going to move home to take care of Dad?”
 
   “It’s not that I’m against it,” Hailey tried to explain. “I just want to be sure it’s needed. If moving home would help delay the need, maybe I could. At least for the short term.”
 
   Hailey knew a return to Caseville would be viewed by everyone as a step down the corporate ladder, but family was more important than the small town’s perception that she’d failed. Even if she kind of, sort of, had. Being unemployed for six weeks wasn’t exactly a success story.
 
   “How would that even work?” Jake asked. “You have a job in New York. Besides, I really believe Dad’s illness has progressed too far for any of us to manage—even as a team.”
 
   “I care about Dad more than any job.” Especially a job she didn’t have any more. She asked herself if she’d be offering to do this if she still worked for Cooper, Smith and Bradley. She liked to think the answer would be yes.
 
   “I know you care. We all care. It doesn’t change the fact that he really needs around the clock medical attention.”
 
   Hailey still wanted to be told of specific incidents that indicated the need. “I know he’s getting older and his health is on the decline. But a nursing home? I just don’t see how he’s reached that point.”
 
   Kelly twisted in the chair. “Some days are better than others, and he’s strung together a couple of good ones since you’ve been home. Unfortunately, he’s had some bad moments that could have become disastrous if not for well-timed interventions.”
 
   Jake paced back and forth in front of the counter. “You’re just not seeing a clear picture with your twice a month calls and seasonal trips home. Kelly and I are with him every single day.”
 
   “Both of you have homes big enough to take him in.”
 
   “And we both have full time jobs,” Kelly said. “Besides, my house isn’t accessible to him. All my bedrooms are on the second floor.”
 
   “You can’t turn the kids’ play room into a bedroom?”
 
   “He has a hard enough time climbing the two steps into this house, how’s he going to manage the broken down stone ones out at my place. I have to think about my kids. He left the stove on last week, you know. He could have burnt the house down.”
 
   Hailey moved to the table, sitting next to her sister. She fiddled with the quilted placemat the two of them had made as a Christmas gift for her mother when they were in junior high school. It had adorned the table ever since.
 
   What she’d give for a little of her mother’s guidance right now.
 
   “Does that mean he has diminished capacity? You’ve never started to cook something and got busy? I burnt a grilled cheese sandwich last week. Maybe I should be put in a nursing home too.”
 
   Jake bent his knee slightly and leaned back against the refrigerator. “None of us want this.”
 
   She turned to her brother. “Then why can’t he live with you? Courtney stays home with your kids.”
 
   He shook his head. “We talked about that, but with these episodes he’s had…I won’t put her or the kids in danger.”
 
   Hailey narrowed her focus on her brother. She knew her siblings were well intentioned, but couldn’t help but wonder if they were exaggerating the truth. “Dad wouldn’t hurt anyone.”
 
   “You’re right. Not the father we grew up with, but a few times now he’s become violent when he doesn’t remember Mom is gone. I really believe Pioneer Senior Care is the best answer.”
 
   As hard as she tried, Hailey couldn’t reconcile her siblings’ account of the last few months with her memories of the man she idolized. “Maybe I’ll take him home with me. I can hire a nurse to care for him while I’m at work.”
 
   But can I? It was one thing to stand up for what she believed in, but six weeks without a paycheck was taking a toll. Her severance package was running out too.
 
   Jake crossed his arms in front of his chest and shook his head. “You live on the fourteenth floor of a high rise in a city he knows nothing about. Do you really think Dad would be happier there? I can’t see him wandering around a city he doesn’t know. No, it’s not a good option.”
 
   Hailey closed her eyes, hoping to keep back the tears that now pressed against her lids. “You think a nursing home is better than living with family?”
 
   Jake sat next to his sister and patted her hand. “Yes. I do. Pioneer is small. He knows a lot of the staff and we can monitor his care.”
 
   “It’s still a nursing home.”
 
   “He’ll be with friends he knows when his mind is firing correctly, and people who will be compassionate when it’s not.”
 
   “I’m not saying they’re bad people but family should care for their own. Isn’t that how we were raised? I keep wondering what Mom would say about all of this.”
 
   Jake softened. “I hate it too, but I’m sure it’s the right decision.”
 
   “We’re not going to put him there and abandon him,” Kelly said. “Larry and I will take the kids to visit. Jake will take his family too.”
 
   “Still, I haven’t seen any evidence that he’s as bad as you say.”
 
   Kelly narrowed her gaze. “You think we’re lying?”
 
   “I didn’t say that. I’m just having trouble processing it all.”
 
   Jake squeezed her hand a little tighter. “Like Kelly said, he’s had a nice string of good days. I’m sure you’ll witness a bad one before long. Trust us, please. Pack up your old room. Let me know what you want sent to your apartment and what you want me to put in storage. The rest we’ll give to the Salvation Army.”
 
   Hailey looked away from her siblings. Her left knee bounced venting the pent up frustration she was having a hard time communicating. “I’m going on the record as being against selling the farm too.”
 
   Kelly stood and walked away from the table. “We’re not selling it. Leasing it, for now. The added income will help pay for Dad’s care.”
 
   “I can pay for it.” The moment the words passed her lips, she wanted to reach out and pull them back. She was used to having plenty to live on, but that didn’t reflect her current status. Her bank account had nearly disintegrated over the last six weeks, but they didn’t know that and now wasn’t the time to tell them.
 
   Besides, she’d find work right after the holidays and rebuild her bank account without dipping into her savings too much.
 
   Jake shook his head and took a sudden interest in his shoes. “That’s not right. We’ll split it among the three of us. Besides, I’d rather have someone here, keeping up the property. It’s better than it sitting empty.”
 
   The image of strangers living in her house ran through Hailey’s mind and she bristled. “But it’s our house.”
 
   “A house you rarely visit,” Jake said.
 
   “Do you think any of this is easier just because I’m not here day in and day out?”
 
   “Yes, I do. You’ve already made a break from here,” Kelly said.
 
   She’d had goals and done what was necessary to achieve them.
 
   The family didn’t need to know she was beginning to regret some of the things that ambition had cost her. “You’re wrong, you know. This is tearing me apart.”
 
   Jake pushed the chair back and found his feet. “Just do me a favor. Really watch Dad the next few days and keep in mind what we’ve said. We can talk again tomorrow.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey stood at the back door watching until her brother’s SUV reached the end of the driveway and made the left turn onto the road.
 
   Even though she knew it wasn’t in either Kelly or Jake’s characters to exaggerate or abandon family, she still had a hard time coming to terms with the picture they painted for her.
 
   Jake was right, though. At the very least, she was here for the week. They could take a day or two for Hailey to really observe her father for herself.
 
   She traversed up the steps and down the hall to her bedroom, nearly tripping over three new totes. Jake—or maybe Kelly’s husband Larry—must have brought them down from the attic while she was out in the barn with Rhonda.
 
   Dropping down to the bed, she cursed aloud. Jake had said he’d give her time to come to terms, but his actions still screamed that the decision had been made, whether she liked it or not.
 
   Hailey pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to fend off the building stress headache. Was it too much to ask to not have to pack up her father’s house during the holidays?
 
   Living alone, so far away from the people she loved had left a hollow pit inside her. The emptiness had forced her to examine her life with a magnifying glass: why wasn’t she happy? How had her choices brought her here? Where had she gone wrong?
 
   She had been good at her job; only lost it because she’d stood up to her bosses in defense of a client. A client they had told her to drop because there was no money to be had.
 
   Looking back, she realized the work she’d done in the firm just hadn’t fulfilled her as she’d thought it would.
 
   It was far too early and she was much too conflicted to go to sleep. She retrieved the rubber tote from the top of the stack, took it back toward the bed, and placed it on the floor before making herself comfortable on the patchwork quilt that covered the twin mattress. As she pulled off the lid, the smell of mothballs hit her senses and she turned her face away, closing her eyes. No wonder moths avoided the clothes packed up with them, any one or thing with a sense of smell would.
 
   Her stomach twisted into a knot. Funny how something that smelled so awful could make her miss her mother so much. Every season, the clothes that wouldn’t be needed for several months were packed up and put in the attic. When they were brought back down, they’d need to be washed twice to get rid of the smell.
 
   Her cheerleading uniform was draped on the top. She pulled it aside, finding her track uniform. Memories flooded over her and a smile lifted the corners of her mouth.
 
   Accolades for academic achievement and a handful of debate trophies—the small ones, third place or lower—filled the rest of the tote. The big ones were probably still displayed in the glass cabinet in Mr. Tucker’s classroom. He’d been the first one to label her a star. A true mentor, he’d put the bug in her ear about the bigger world that lay beyond the boundaries of town.
 
   She made a mental note to look him up before she went home, and reached for her old backpack. Bright and bold in her high school’s colors of red and black with the eagle mascot screened on the back, it was a memory of high school she hadn’t wanted to take with her to college. She opened the zipper to the main pouch, frowning when there was no forgotten treasure to rediscover.
 
   I’ll give it to one of Kelly’s kids.
 
   She tossed it aside, and it made a funny crunchy noise when it hit the tote lid.
 
   Hailey picked it back up, examining the front pocket. She pulled out a greeting card size envelope. Once white, now yellowed by time, it bore a name written in blue balloon letters.
 
   Nate Jenkins.
 
   He was never really too far out of her mind or heart, but since crossing the city limits the day before, he’d been all she could think about.
 
   She opened the envelope and dumped the contents on the bed: about two dozen newspaper clippings recording Nate’s high school basketball career, and a handful of photographs.
 
   There was one from the putt-putt course across from the beach taken spring break of their junior year. Another was during the karaoke contest, part of the Cheeseburger Festival events that summer between junior and senior year. After that, the group of friends had all come back to her house—including Nate—and had a large bonfire, somewhat of an annual tradition among the Lambert kids.
 
   She carefully flipped through the frail pieces of paper, now remembering how she’d shoved the envelope into her backpack and then hid it in the closet before leaving.
 
   Her mother must have later packed everything into the totes and moved it to the attic.
 
   After that night in the back of Nate’s truck, she’d spent the next day avoiding his calls and convincing her mother to let her go spend the last month of her summer vacation with Rhonda in Saginaw before heading on to college in New York City.
 
   It’ll be easier to shop for school in the city.
 
   I won’t get another chance to see Rhonda for a long time.
 
   I just want to go.
 
   She’d used those arguments and dozens more, never once admitting the truth to her parents. How could she tell them that if she spent the next four weeks as she had the evening before—in Nate’s arms—leaving the small town would become impossible?
 
   Everyone was so proud of her for getting the full ride scholarship to New York University. Teachers had written letters of recommendation. Her parents had scraped together the money to pay for housing. Even newly married Jake had contributed some cash so she could buy the Ford Escort that had carried her out of town.
 
   Each of them had such big expectations for her future but none loftier than the goals she’d set for herself.
 
   Giving it all up for Nate would have disappointed so many, and when she entertained the thought of doing just that, Hailey knew she had to take action before the desires of her heart let down everyone around her.
 
   Her eyes locked on her favorite picture. One of her, Nate, and two of his friends all sitting on the tailgate of his truck. Looking at his easy smile and the way he leaned back on his elbows with his head tipped toward hers made her question those choices again.
 
   She slid off the bed and walked toward the door, sliding the picture into the corner of the mirror. Letting her fingers graze over his face, she remembered the way his cheek felt against her hand, the scent of the beach and his Axe cologne clouded her senses.
 
   If she could click her heels together and go back to that moment in time, would she make different choices?
 
   A loud slamming door pulled Hailey back from the recent past. She went into the hallway, calling her father’s name.
 
   “Diane!” he called out.
 
   Her mother. Panic froze Hailey’s feet to the floor for a split second. Was this one of those moments?
 
   She hit the bottom of the staircase as her father came around the corner from the kitchen. She touched his shoulders and looked into his eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
   He squinted at her like a lost child before despair took over his features.
 
   “Hailey! Where’s your mother? I don’t know where she’s at.”
 
   She swallowed hard and reached out, taking his hand. “She’s gone, Dad. Remember?”
 
   He tipped his chin. Confusion clouded his eyes. “Gone where? It’s the middle of the night.”
 
   “Dad,” Hailey whispered, then took a deep breath and focused. She needed to do this without emotion. “She died. Last summer. Remember?”
 
   He shook his head and took a step back. The shock on his face was like a knife to her chest. “Of course I remember.” He spit his words before turning back toward the kitchen.
 
   She followed him, wanting to find a way to ease the tension and his confusion. “What do you say? Why don’t I make us some hot chocolate?”
 
   “Don’t go to the trouble.” Still belligerent. So foreign from the dad of her youth.
 
   “It’s not.”
 
   “I’d rather have you sit with me.” He took his regular seat at the head of the table. She answered his request and joined him. “I miss your mother.”
 
   “Me too.”
 
   “Never get old. It isn’t much fun.”
 
   She twisted her body toward him and painted on a smile, hoping she could lighten the mood. “It’s better than the alternative, don’t you think?”
 
   He chuckled. “Yeah, yeah, I guess you’re right.”
 
   It felt awkward to be silent in the same room with her father. Still, finding the right words proved impossible.
 
   Thankfully, he found words to fill the void. “I was looking at the old barn this afternoon. From the hayloft, I noticed a soft spot in the roof. I’m going to have to see if I can get your brother up there to have a look.”
 
   Trying to ignore the fact her elderly father had climbed up into the hayloft, she forced herself to concentrate on his concern. The barn hadn’t held animals since Hailey’s last 4-H project. Two of her uncles still farmed the land, but they used their own buildings for storage. The haven of her youth was now deserted and showing its age.
 
   “I was out there with Rhonda tonight. I didn’t notice a problem with the roof.”
 
   “I figured that’s where the two of you ran off to. Could never keep you girls out of there when you were young.”
 
   “We could have been doing a lot worse than playing in the hay or riding the gate.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right about that. That’s why we have to keep it up. Yes. I’m going have to climb up there tomorrow and see what I need to fix it.”
 
   Reaching across the table, she squeezed his hand. “Please. Promise me you won’t do that. I’ll talk to Jake. And we’ll make sure we get it fixed. I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “All these years, I’ve always maintained the property on my own.” Sadness replaced the pride that had shown in his eyes. “It really stinks that I’ve gotten so damn old I can’t take care of things anymore.”
 
   “You shouldn’t have to. We kids are old enough now. Let us pick up the slack.”
 
   He leveled his hard gaze on her. “No matter what happens to me, I want that barn maintained. There’s too much development going on around here. Too much change.”
 
   The plea in her father’s voice nipped at her heart, but didn’t resemble the frail and forgetful father Jake and Kelly had warned her about. He wasn’t even the same man who stood before her like a confused child five minutes ago.
 
   Sure, he’d been looking for her mother, but she’d lost count of the number of times she’d reached for her phone and dialed home before remembering her mom was gone.
 
   Seeing the desperation in her father’s eyes, she knew any extra day she could give her father in this house would be worth it.
 
   “I promise, Dad.” She eased back into the chair. “Remember Polly?”
 
   Her father laughed. “Remember her? That stupid pony nipped at me last week. I swear the ol’ girl is more mule than horse.”
 
   “Aunt Iva and Uncle Ray still have her?”
 
   Bill nodded. “She carried you around the ring for how many years, and then your cousins, now Ray’s grandkids are showing her.”
 
   Her jaw dropped. “Really? Showing her?”
 
   “Absolutely. She shows her age, of course. We all do. They can’t jump her over fences anymore, but she still shines like a diamond in the showmanship classes.”
 
   “Amazing!” She leaned back in the chair, twisting a lock of hair around her finger. This moment had been repeated so many times over the years. Heart to hearts with her dad at the kitchen table had helped her through many a problem—both big and small. The idea that everything was going to change—that it might be someone else’s family sitting at this table next Christmas nipped at her heart like her pony used to bite at her hand.
 
   She’d always felt comfort in the knowledge that she could come home.
 
   Pioneer Senior Care wasn’t home.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate slid the dollar bills and quarters that were scattered on the counter top together and then pulled them to the edge. When the extra cash was safely in the pocket of his apron, he picked up the now empty coffee cups and dropped them in the bus pan near the kitchen door.
 
   During the busier times he worked side-by-side with the other cook, but at this time of the morning he covered the counter while two waitresses handled the floor.
 
   “Need another refill, Jake?” He asked the last of his early-morning, regular customers.
 
   “No. Thanks anyway. I need to head out to Dad’s. Kelly and I made some progress convincing Hailey that Dad needs to move into Pioneer, but she’s still resistant.”
 
   “She doesn’t want you to rent me the property?”
 
   “I haven’t told her you were interested in it yet. She doesn’t even want to put Dad in a nursing home.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “She just isn’t around enough to see how bad he’s become. His good days are really good.”
 
   “And the bad days are really bad?”
 
   Jake’s only response was to nod.
 
   Nate had seen the rapid decline in Bill Lambert’s health for himself. Just a few weeks ago, he’d come into the diner for lunch. After ordering, he became so disoriented that Nate had to call Jake’s wife to come pick him up. Nate suspected that the younger Lamberts and taken Bills keys that day, because he hadn’t been seen in town alone since.
 
   Nate knew it was unlikely but asked anyway. “Is she thinking about moving home to care for him?”
 
   Jake drummed his fingers against the counter. “I wouldn’t think so, but she did suggest it last night.” After a brief pause, he sat up a little straighter. “Don’t worry. Give her a few more days to see the situation for what it is and she’ll know we’re right. Then she’ll go back to New York, and we can move forward with leasing the farm.”
 
   “She really can’t see how far your dad has slipped away the past few months?”
 
   Jake shook his head. “She says we’re being unfair. Thinks we’re just trying to stuff him away somewhere.” Jake’s shoulders fell, his chest deflated. “You know, I wish Hailey was right. I hate seeing my father like this. The last thing I want to do is put him in a nursing home. I wouldn’t if I didn’t believe it was our only option.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “You wouldn’t want to talk to Hailey and tell her I’m right. Would you?”
 
   Good question. Could Nate have a conversation with her and not tumble back into their twisted past? The color must have drained from his face, because Jake laughed.
 
   “I’m kidding.”
 
   Maybe so, but Jake’s half-hearted request had forced Nate to realize that renting the Lambert farm might translate to having to deal with Hailey. She’d been avoiding him for eight years now. What made him think she would okay the deal he and Jake had hammered out? “I’m very interested in renting the house, but I don’t want to get in the middle of a family fight.”
 
   “It’s not a fight. Hailey just needs some time to get used to the idea. Dad’s moving into Pioneer right after the first of the year, then we’ll work out the details of our plan.” Jake stood and fished his wallet out of his back pocket.
 
   Nate looked over his shoulder to the street and then glanced back at his watch. It wasn’t unusual for there to be a lull in business between the early morning crowd and the late morning rush. The week between Christmas and New Year was typically slow, but Nate couldn’t stop worrying.
 
   Ever since they had started negotiating about the house, Nate had been counting every customer and figuring the profit margin on every order.
 
   The columns of numbers he’d been studying way past midnight flashed in his mind again. No matter how he tried to arrange them or cut costs, it still didn’t make fiscal sense to do what his daughter needed him to do. Coming up with rent was going to be hard enough but—eventually—he hoped to buy the farm.
 
   If he wanted the bank to give him a mortgage on the house, it was imperative that he keep the restaurant in the black, something he had successfully done since taking it over two years before, but that was before the business had to support a lease on a farm.
 
   Jake threw a ten-dollar bill on the counter and folded up the newspaper, tucking it under his arm. “We’re good. I don’t need change. You should give the wife a call. My girls would love to have Lori over to play while they’re off school.”
 
   “Thanks. I’ll do that.” A polite response. Nate believed that Jake meant the offer. He’d always been a good friend and never seemed to be bothered or affected by all the rumors surrounding Nate and his daughter. Lori, however, wouldn’t be comfortable with a play date. The only ones she really communicated with were Anna, him, and the horses.
 
   Regular meetings with her principal, teachers, and counselors had resulted in all of them learning sign language, or at least enough that Lori could communicate with the adults.
 
   The kids were another story. They didn’t know, nor did they want to learn sign language, and Lori’s teachers often reported that she was introverted in class. No, he wouldn’t be putting undue stress on his daughter by forcing a play date, no matter how sincere Jake’s offer was.
 
   Jake turned toward the door but then leaned back against the stool. Nate followed his gaze and saw Hailey approaching. Her hand on her father’s elbow, she carefully guided him. Apparently Jake didn’t think she could handle the task. He tossed the newspaper to the counter behind him, crossing toward the door. “What in the world does she think she’s doing?”
 
   Nate swallowed the lump forming in his throat. Even with all the effort of helping the elderly man, Hailey looked as striking as he remembered. Her straight, blonde hair brushed her shoulders. A pulled snug sash at the waist of her brown suede jacket accented her tone figure. “It looks like she’s taking your dad out to breakfast.”
 
   “If he loses his footing on the sidewalk, she’s not strong enough to keep him from falling. He’s going to get hurt.” As they approached the door, Jake pushed it open and reached out for his father’s other arm. “Be careful, Dad. The sidewalk is slick right here.” He then looked to his sister. “This is a surprise.”
 
   “I decided to treat Dad to pancakes.”
 
   “The roads are pretty slippery, what with all the snow we got last night.”
 
   “We get snow in New York, too. I haven’t forgotten how to drive in it.” She was much shorter than her brother, but Hailey held her chin up and defended her position.
 
   “Your sister managed the roads just fine.” Bill interrupted them in the same way he probably did when they were toddlers. He then called out to Nate. “Can you bring me and my daughter some coffee, please?”
 
   Something about having her step out of his fantasies and into his diner, made Nate’s palms start to sweat. Words failed to form, and he nodded.
 
   Bill turned to his son. “Join us for breakfast?”
 
   “I just finished up, but I’ll sit down and have some coffee with you. I was actually on my way out to your place.”
 
   After her father sat, Hailey looked around the restaurant, briefly making eye contact with Nate before turning back to her brother. “I’ll be right back. I left my phone in the car.” She made a hasty exit, slipping on the sidewalk as she turned to go up the street.
 
   “Let me tell you something,” Bill said after the door closed. “Your sister never stops working. She’s had her head buried in her computer or been on the phone all morning. I was hoping we’d get some peace and quiet while we ate.”
 
   “We all work hard, Dad. The mill is shut down this week, but normally I work ten hours a day.”
 
   Nate filled three mugs and set them on a tray along with a pitcher of fresh cream. After placing the cups on the table, he ambled over to the large window looking in the direction Hailey had gone in such a rush.
 
   He could see her on her phone in the small sports car. She ran her fingers through her hair and flipped through pages of notes, looking more rattled than he’d ever remembered seeing her.
 
   Life had changed for the both of them since graduation, but hers had stayed on track. Or at least that’s what he’d picked up from bits and pieces of overheard conversations.
 
   When Nate looked back, he was reminded that precious gifts often came wrapped in tragedy. At least that’s how it worked out for him. Now, the one person who was blocking his new road to happiness was the same one who had turned his life upside down eight years ago.
 
   So why would he give just about anything to kiss her again? Or at least talk to her and find out why he hadn’t been worth a goodbye.
 
   “Nate,” Bill called out. “Can we get another round of coffee?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “And why don’t you go ahead and order?” Jake said. “Who knows how long Hailey is going to be out on the phone.”
 
   It was fifteen minutes later when Nate was delivering a daily breakfast special to Bill—which ironically did not include pancakes—that Hailey came back into the diner.
 
   “Find your phone?” Jake asked.
 
   Hailey held it up before dropping it to the table. “I had to deal with an important call.”
 
   She looked up at Nate briefly. When their eyes met, she just as quickly looked away. “Can I get a bowl of oatmeal, please?”
 
   Nate knew laughing was inappropriate but couldn’t keep himself from doing it. “I thought you two wanted my world famous pancakes?”
 
   Hailey flipped her attention to her father’s plate and then back again. “You know what, you’re right. How often do I get the chance to eat pancakes from the Front Porch? Bring that.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Nate said. “And I’ll warm up your coffee too, just as soon as I get the Perkins’ order.”
 
   Nate moved back to the counter and tried to focus on the couple’s breakfast requests. Not an easy task given the way his head was swimming.
 
   Just floating with the motion of the waves, as they had done that day at the beach. In reality it might have been a group of friends enjoying their last summer before college. In his mind, it had become a first real date, and the prelude to the following night. That last night he’d spent any real time with her, or had anything that even resembled a conversation.
 
   While his emotions were twisted into knots, calm, cool, and collected Hailey didn’t show even a hint of regret or remorse. Did she ever think of him and the one night that still burned in his heart? It didn’t appear so.
 
   ****
 
   Hailey hadn’t exactly lied when she said the phone call had been important. It was her landlord inquiring about the late payment on her lease. She’d been hoping to hold him off another week but relented and gave him her credit card number over the phone.
 
   The job prospects would be better after the first of the year. They sure couldn’t get any worse. Once she had a new job, she could tell her family the whole story about the last couple of months. Until then, she’d keep the pasted smile on her face; let them believe she was still the all-in-control girl they thought she was.
 
   Several people, all with familiar faces, had entered the diner while she’d been in the car, and she felt a little more at ease.
 
   Being in the same room with Nate stung more than she thought it would. The ache in her heart was as strong as the day she’d hastily thrown her things into that old Escort and driven toward the city as fast as the beat-up car would take her.
 
   She tried to keep her focus on her family—struggled to follow her brother’s conversation with her father—but couldn’t keep her eyes from wandering back to Nate. He laughed with his customers and staff and then turned the orders into the kitchen.
 
   A tapping noise snapped her attention back to her brother. He glared at her while he drummed his fingers on the table. “Am I boring you?”
 
   She shook away the cobwebs. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?”
 
   “Kelly is going to come sit with Dad this afternoon so we can go over to Pioneer. I want you to take a tour. Maybe that will ease your mind.”
 
   How could Jake be talking like this in front of their father, as if his feelings didn’t matter and he didn’t have a say? She refused to disrespect their dad and spoke to him instead of her brother. “Do you understand what Jake and Kelly want to do?”
 
   Her dad nodded slightly, avoiding her gaze. “It’s okay. They think this is for the best.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “To not be a burden on any of you.”
 
   “You’re no such thing. I would love to have you come live with me.” That was, if she could get a job and hold on to her apartment.
 
   Her brother shifted his weight in the chair and leaned forward to speak. Her father beat him to it. “It means a lot to me that you would ask, but it’s a bad idea.”
 
   She swallowed hard. “Why do you think that?”
 
   “Because you work very long hours. I would be away from everyone and everything I know. Jake, Kelly and I have talked about Pioneer. I understand.”
 
   “I’m not so sure they’re right on this one.”
 
   He set his fork next to his plate, and stared at the utensils like they were foreign objects. The emptiness that resided in his eyes the night before returned. “But, I’ve been lonely. I miss your momma.”
 
   “We all miss her.”
 
   “I don’t remember things like I used to. I get confused from time to time.”
 
   “That’s part of getting older. There has to be things we can do to help you. Maybe we could make lists and post them up on the refrigerator.”
 
   Jake jumped in. “Really? You think a big to-do list is the answer to his medical illness? If you’re not going to be here to help manage this situation, I need you to step back.”
 
   Hailey tried to ignore her brother’s words, even though his complaints hurt. She worked to make eye contact with her dad, difficult because he wouldn’t lift his stare from the table. “Why are you afraid to tell him how you feel about the house? Tell Jake what you told me last night, about wanting the farm to stay the same.”
 
   Her father touched his fingers to his temples and closed his eyes, shaking his head.
 
   “Stop this!” Jake said. “Can’t you see you’re upsetting him?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   Standing, Jake took his father’s elbow. Despite being visibly unnerved, Jake spoke with a softness reserved for a small child. “Come on, Dad. Let me take you home.”
 
   Hailey leapt to her feet too. Her father turned to her, holding his hand up. “Stop. Please. Your brother knows how to handle these situations.”
 
   “What situations? We’re just talking.”
 
   She could see his hands were trembling and his eyes flickered back and forth. “I’m going with Jake. I want you to do what he asks.”
 
   Before Hailey could respond Jake did with a firm but level voice. “Let me take him home. Eat your breakfast, get a hold of your emotions, and then come to the house so we can have a rational conversation about this.”
 
   She stepped back, and dropped down to the chair. Rational conversation? She’d thought that’s what they were doing, until everything spun three hundred and sixty degrees without warning.
 
   Only when she heard the bell above the door ring out, was she able to unclench her fists and let out the breath that had tightened her chest. She’d seen Nate lingering around the edge of the counter with her plate of pancakes in hand but didn’t want him to approach her now.
 
   She really didn’t have it in her to deal with him.
 
   He came forward anyway, and set the plate in front of her. After a hesitation, he asked, “Can I sit for a minute?”
 
   Her eyes fluttered closed, but she gestured to the chair. She heard it scrape against the old worn tile and could feel him just inches away from her.
 
   “I’m sorry your dad’s health is on the decline. I’ve always really liked him. It stinks, you know.”
 
   She took a deep breath; maybe they could talk as old friends and ignore the complications of the night they’d spent together. “I don’t think he’s that bad. Jake and Kelly are overreacting.”
 
   He twisted his hands on his lap. “I can see how you would think that. Some days when I see him, he’s sharp as nails. Others….”
 
   Her phone vibrated against the table. The habit to check the ID won out against the desire to meet Nate’s stare. An eight-hundred number flashed, twisting Hailey’s stomach into knots. Another bill collector wanting to take the money she was trying to stretch just a little further, hoping to get through a few more weeks. She hit the button to ignore the call.
 
   “I overheard what you said about your dad wanting the property to stay the same,” Nate said. “I’ll take real good care of the place and won’t change a thing. I love that farm the way it is.”
 
   That brought her attention back. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I’ve been talking to Jake about renting the house.”
 
   She took in his deep brown eyes and almost black hair. It was cropped short like he was trying to beat-the-heat, even if the average temperature this week was somewhere around ten degrees. Much shorter than he wore it in high school. The neatly trimmed beard and mustache were new too.
 
   He looked older. More settled.
 
   How ironic.
 
   They’d both thought this small town would smother them back then.
 
   For a fleeting moment it comforted her to picture Nate cooking in her family’s kitchen, and then she realized it wouldn’t be her house anymore. She’d be on the outside looking in. “It feels like everything is being taken away from me.”
 
   His body stiffened as he pulled back. “It’s not like I’m stealing it. I’m going to pay you for it.”
 
   “This isn’t about money!”
 
   “Then what is it about?”
 
   She reached for her purse and fumbled for her wallet with trembling hands. “Everyone seems to think that just because I don’t live here, I don’t have a voice, but you’re all wrong.” She threw a twenty-dollar bill on the table. “I didn’t leave the planet, I moved to New York. I didn’t abandon my family, but it feels like they think so. I’m sick of being treated like an outside in my hometown, in my family home, in my own life.”
 
   She stood and tried to turn, but he grabbed her wrist. Looking back would weaken her resolve—Nate had always had that effect on her—but she did it anyway.
 
   “Please, it would mean a lot to Lori…and me.”
 
   His daughter. The child he’d had with someone else. She couldn’t stand the thought of the two of them in her living room without her.
 
   Why did it hurt so much?
 
   It wasn’t as if he left her. She’d pursued and claimed the future she’d always wanted.
 
   Hadn’t she?
 
   If everything she’d attained had been all she ever wanted, why was it tearing her in two to know Nate had gone on with his life without her? It wasn’t as if she’d expected he wouldn’t. She should be happy he was settled. Instead, it made her long for that place next to him even more.
 
   A lump formed in her throat, making speech impossible. Instead, she headed for the door.
 
   “That’s right, Hailey. Run away. It’s what you do best!”
 
   His words stopped her, and she twisted back. “I what?”
 
   “Run. Away. When the pieces of your life don’t come together like a neat little puzzle, you scatter them all around you and stomp out of the room.”
 
   She bristled at the venom in his voice. “That’s not what happened.”
 
   “Oh, no. You handled it so well, just breezed out of town with no concern for those you left behind.”
 
   They weren’t talking about her father or her house anymore. This was about how she’d reacted eight years ago, when the feelings got too real.
 
   Just as they were now.
 
   “I care, dammit!” She let out a long exhale. “I always have.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Lori snored lightly against Nate’s chest, signaling that she’d fallen asleep. He closed the book and let it rest on his lap. Taking a moment to collect his thoughts, he leaned back against the headboard.
 
   Like a hundred other times since seeing Hailey in the diner, his mind rolled back to his senior year and how enamored he’d been with her. How horribly smitten and how completely invisible to her. Until that one wonderful day and incredible night.
 
   It had started with dinner at the pizzeria. Now, he could give his teenaged self a swift kick for not reaching for something more special, but at the time it seemed perfect. And if Hailey thought he’d gone for cheap, she never let on that night.
 
   Dinner was followed by a movie before they raided the dessert case in the already closed diner. Even later, they parked in his truck down on the deserted beach.
 
   As he lived through that night, he was sure it was the beginning of something special…at least for the few weeks of summer they had left before embarking to separate colleges. There hadn’t been clue one those few hours were to be the beginning, middle and end of them as a couple.
 
   He’d spent numerous times over the years, looking back, thinking about choices made and roads taken. When times got tough, he wondered if his life would have turned out differently if Hailey hadn’t left town early.
 
   If only she’d let the rest of the summer play out.
 
   Would he have ended up following her to New York? Would she have given up her full ride to go to college with him? Maybe they’d have had a good time and gone their separate ways in the fall.
 
   He knew the questions were impossible to answer. Before, he’d been able to entertain them for a time and then sweep them under a rug.
 
   But not today.
 
   This morning, strong-willed Hailey had met him head on, and when things didn’t fall into their perfect little place for her, she ran. Again.
 
   The last words he’d said to her slipped past his lips before he could stop them. Part of him felt lighter having confronted her. Even if he’d been a little childish and somewhat passive-aggressive.
 
   Another piece of his heart felt guilty when she froze in her tracks. She’d turned and argued against his accusations. And then, her final words had hit him in the chest like a knife.
 
   She’d always cared. Surely, she meant about her parents, her family, and their farm.
 
   Shaking it all away, he leaned over and kissed his daughter’s forehead, refusing to curse the missteps of his past. Each one led him to this moment and he was happy with his life. He wouldn’t change a thing if the result meant he didn’t have Lori.
 
   Maybe that confrontation in the diner would give him the strength to close the door to all those questions.
 
   Placing a foot on the floor, Nate slipped off the edge of the twin bed and smoothed the quilt out over his daughter. Making sure he dimmed the light to a low, golden amber, he left her door open just a crack.
 
   After turning on the Christmas tree lights, he settled down in his favorite chair in front of the fireplace. Hoisting his leg up on the footstool, he tried to decide if he’d be awake long enough to warrant building a fire. His body was exhausted, but his mind was running in circles. He decided against it, even though sleep would probably elude him.
 
   He opened the drawer on the end table next to his chair, pulling out his sketchbook and a piece of charcoal vine. Flipping through the pages of his recent drawings, he longed to see the passion that used to exist in his work. Even the most recent sketches of his daughter had a flat quality about them that he couldn’t figure out how to remedy.
 
   Turning to a blank page, he leaned back in his chair and studied the tree. He looked at the lines of the branches and the orbs of bulbs and lights, studied the contrast of light and dark. Then, he turned to his book and began putting those lines and shadows on the page.
 
   A career that used his artistic talents was a distant memory, an abandoned road that he didn’t lament. Quite the opposite, he turned to his sketchbooks or canvases to bleed his emotions or dissolve his stress.
 
   Noticing the way he’d naturally divided the page into halves, both horizontally and vertically, he turned his focus to the upper left, empty quadrant. He touched the end of the charcoal to the paper and closed his eyes waiting for inspiration to strike. His first thought—Hailey—flashed through his brain. He tried to push it away. In the same way she’d fought back with him in the diner that morning, her images remained. He opened his eyes and exorcised those demons the only way he knew, by spilling them onto the page.
 
   The curve of her face. The way her hair framed her cheeks and touched her shoulders. Her full lips and round eyes. They all bled from his memory to the page with an ease that was unnerving to him.
 
   When he finished he was amazed by the likeness he’d created, especially since it all came from memory.
 
   A pair of headlights flashed through the west window shaking his attention from the sketch and pulling him back into the real world.
 
   Just as they were sitting down to dinner, Anna had been called back to the stable because a horse had colic. Lori had begged to go help, but he’d denied the request, thinking the horse’s treatment would continue long into the night. He was pleased for his sister and for the horse that he’d been wrong.
 
   If Anna was already home, it couldn’t have been serious. Knowing she would be hungry, he made his way to the kitchen to warm up the plate he’d set aside for her.
 
   A heavy knock on the front door signaled it was someone else, so he put the plate back in the refrigerator.
 
   In the front entry, he flipped on the porch light and then pulled the worn, lime green curtain aside. Under the soft yellow glow, stood Hailey.
 
   Light fluffy snow blew from the roof, cascading around her. She looked like a delicate flower—one that would whither in the cold—her hands were pushed into the pockets of the same suede coat she’d worn earlier. The dark brown scarf hung over her shoulders untied. And she was staring up where the Christmas lights hung off the edge of the roof.
 
   Sad didn’t properly describe the way she looked. It went deeper than that.
 
   Surprising, given how hot she’d been when she stomped out of the diner. What shocked him more was his first desire: to slide his fingers under her chin, lift her mouth toward him, and kiss her.
 
   Just one more time.
 
   He dug deep for resolve, reminding himself she stood in the way of him taking possession of the farm. She wasn’t here for a walk down memory lane or to rekindle the smoldering embers of his heart.
 
   She was most likely here to state yet again why she didn’t want to let go of the farm. Why she’d rather see it sit empty then let him and Lori live there.
 
   He readied himself to stand tall against her and then pulled open the door. “What do you want?”
 
   She shook her head, opened her mouth to speak, and then clamped it shut. The edge of her mouth turned down and she twisted the heel of her boot against the concrete. “You’re wrong about me.”
 
   The words he understood, but not her tone. She sounded absolutely miserable. “What are you talking about?”
 
   “What you said in the diner. About me always running away. That’s not fair.”
 
   He reclaimed the ground between them he’d relinquished. Pushing open the screen door, he stepped onto the porch. “Do you remember things differently than I do?”
 
   Her chest heaved and she tipped her chin to the right.
 
   A tinge of guilt pinged at Nate when he saw just how his words had penetrated Hailey’s shell.
 
   She’d ripped his heart out all those years ago, but the idea that he’d hurt her cut at him. It didn’t change the way he felt about their past but the desire to take her in his arms—comfort her—bubbled up again.
 
   “We were young.” She started down the steps, but paused at the bottom, turning back. “I made some very stupid choices and I’m sorry for that.”
 
   An apology had been the last thing he expected when he’d seen her standing on the porch and while it probably should have been enough, it wasn’t. Instead, it only opened more questions about the past. “You came all the way over here to tell me that?”
 
   Hailey slid her hand through her hair, pulling it off her face and shaking her head. “No. But then I saw you and…well…we were both a lot younger then.”
 
   Nate fought the urge to laugh. It wasn’t funny that she was so conflicted, but ironic that he wasn’t the only one haunted by the past. It seemed it had them both hanging in the wind.
 
   They needed to talk it out if they were to ever move forward. He reached out and took her elbow. “Come in out of the snow. I’ll make a pot of coffee.”
 
   She accepted the invitation. After slipping off her coat, she handed it to him, before stepping over the threshold and heading for the couch.
 
   Nate ran his fingers over the suede. It was as soft as he’d imagined it would be. He hung it on the coat tree and then peeked around the corner. Hailey had made herself comfortable in the living room, as if she’d been here a thousand times before.
 
   In his dreams, she had.
 
   Just moments ago, angst had her fleeing for her car. Now, her eyes flickered back and forth between the tree and him.
 
   “How do you like your coffee?”
 
   She tapped the cushion next to her. “Please. I don’t want you to wait on me. That’s not why I came.”
 
   A piece of him wanted to be compassionate, sit next to her and tell her it was okay, that he was glad she was here. He set that aside; reminded himself not to get mesmerized by her.
 
   He had to stand tall, for Lori. If Hailey didn’t let him move into her father’s house, his daughter wouldn’t get what she needed to improve her speech. “Then why did you come?”
 
   “To talk.”
 
   “But not about the past?” Again the words of his heart slipped past his lips before his brain had the chance to censor them. It felt good to unload the burdens he’d been harboring, but when she rebuffed him by turning her head and closing her eyes, regret filled the space vacated in his chest.
 
   “I didn’t mean to hurt you. Back then, I mean.”
 
   So, they were really going to talk about this. He crossed to his chair and sat down. “It was a long time ago. A lot has happened… for both of us.”
 
   She gave him a slight nod. “I really came to talk to you about Dad and the house. I want you to know that I’m not angry at you, just the situation.”
 
   He felt the tension drain from his shoulders. What she was going through had to be hard. No matter how much it hurt to look at her now, he didn’t get joy from what she’d had to deal with in the last year. “I understand this is hard for you. I can’t imagine being in your shoes and having to come to terms with one of my parents getting too old to care for themselves—”
 
   “That’s the thing, I don’t believe he is. He might not be as sharp as he was five or six years ago, but—”
 
   “Were you even in the diner today? Couldn’t you see him slipping away?”
 
   She gripped her chin, shaking her head just a bit. “I don’t know. I guess. He got a little confused with me too, but I haven’t seen anything with my own to eyes yet that has confirmed for me he can’t take care of himself.”
 
   He could see she was struggling, but just because she hadn’t seen it, didn’t mean the events hadn’t happened. “Did Jake tell you about him getting disoriented in the diner a few weeks ago?”
 
   She nodded. “And it’s not that I don’t believe you or Jake. I just have this little voice inside me telling me it’s wrong to put Dad in a nursing home.”
 
   “I think you would see things differently if you were here every day.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. That’s my point. Maybe it’s the lawyer in me, but I want to see it with my own eyes, or have something that convinces me it’s the right step to take. I want to know in my heart he can’t take care of himself, and I haven’t had any of that happen yet.”
 
   “I think that’s a little naive.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Unfortunately, life isn’t about a collection of easy choices and flat paved roads. There are ups and downs. We get banged up and scratched. And the right choices are sometimes the most difficult to make.”
 
   “I’m sorry for what I did back then.”
 
   He hadn’t been talking about the past, but when she apologized yet again, he realized what he said fit the moment. “You’ve said that. A few times now.”
 
   “I mean it. And I don’t always run away.”
 
   “Maybe I shouldn’t have said that.” Truth. It had felt good to call Hailey out on her inability to face him. But, being right didn’t justify kicking her while life had laid her out on her butt. “I was frustrated. Jake says your father is going into Pioneer. He and Kelly need to lease out the property to help pay for his care. I need to get a house outside of town with enough space to get my daughter a horse. This arrangement is a perfect answer to all our problems.”
 
   “So I should stand by and put my dad in a nursing home so you can get your kid a horse?”
 
   Nate couldn’t just sit in the chair and take it anymore. He found his feet. “You’re living in a dream world. You always have. Even I can see how much your father’s health has declined since your mother died. Now, I can totally get why you wouldn’t want to see that, but the only one you’re hurting by not facing the truth is your dad. And my kid. Mess up your family all you want, but I’ll be damned if I just step aside and let you hurt mine.”
 
   “Daddy!” Lori’s shrill voice cut through the room, so loud it seemed to rattle the windows.
 
   Nate turned and started for the hall but twisted back to Hailey. He spoke with determination. “Do not leave! We’re not done, yet.”
 
   Lori was sitting up in bed, her eyes squeezed shut and her hands clutching the quilt. She screamed for him again, rocking back and forth.
 
   He pushed a knee to the side of the bed and leaned over her, wrapping his arms around her neck. “Shhh. It’s okay.”
 
   The nightmares weren’t new. She’d been having them regularly for nearly a year and a half. They started about the same time his parents moved out and retired to Arizona. About the same time her stammering had started.
 
   Before that, Nate had shared the bedroom with Lori. He’d just begun looking for a place for the two of them—citing that Lori was getting too old to have to share a room with her father—when his parents announced their plans to move out west.
 
   His father’s emphysema had been growing worse—still Nate suspected they’d pushed ahead their plans to move to a warmer, drier climate to make things easier on him. Either way, Lori’s social circle had been cut in half.
 
   The grandparents she’d adored were gone. As her speech deteriorated, phone conversations grew impossible. The less contact she had with them, the more frequent the nightmares had become.
 
   “Daddy’s here, baby. Take a deep breath.”
 
   She opened her eyes and the terror that had been on her face melted to something different. She collapsed against him, whimpering.
 
   “Do you want to talk about it?”
 
   She shook her head against his shoulder.
 
   He squeezed her a little tighter and slid his fingers through her long hair, trying to untangle the knots that formed during her fitful sleep.
 
   “Nate, is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   Hailey’s voice.
 
   He flipped his attention toward her. “Just wait in the other room.”
 
   The words came harsher than was warranted, but he’d been specific in his instructions and didn’t appreciate the intrusion in his daughter’s sanctuary.
 
   Hailey might get a lot of leeway from him, might always hold a special place in his heart no matter how hard he fought it, but she didn’t supersede the needs of his daughter.
 
   No how. No way.
 
   Lori folded her shoulders, no doubt trying to melt into his chest, to disappear from the prying eyes of the stranger. He tried to reassure her but had to reach for the words. “It’s okay, she’s a friend of mine.”
 
   She leaned back enough that he could see her hands. I’ve never seen her before.
 
   “It’s been a long time since I’ve seen her too. She doesn’t live around here anymore. Only in town to see her dad because it’s Christmas.”
 
   If you don’t see her, how is she a friend?
 
   “We knew each other when we were in school together.”
 
   Is she nice?
 
   Nate slid a finger down her nose, debating the question even though he had a clear answer. “Yes. She is.”
 
   After the words had slipped through his mouth, he wondered if Hailey was still in the doorway to hear them. A quick check over his shoulder confirmed she’d done as he asked this time.
 
   He lifted Lori’s chin and looked down into his daughter’s tear streaked face. “What are you afraid of, baby?”
 
   Scary dream.
 
   He kissed her forehead and pushed her hair back over her shoulder. “You know I won’t let anything bad happen to you. Don’t you?”
 
   She nodded her head and then collapsed back into him, hugging his neck.
 
   “Do you want a drink of water?”
 
   She nodded again.
 
   Nate found his feet and picked her up off the bed, balancing her on his hip. She tightened her grip and laid her head against his shoulders.
 
   He paused in the hall, leaning back against the wall, trying to collect his emotions. Of all the trials he’d endured, nothing—not even what Hailey had done to him—hurt as bad as seeing Lori in pain or watching her struggle with the simplest things. If possible, he’d take every hurt for her.
 
   His resolve cemented in his gut. Anything he’d felt for Hailey way back when couldn’t influence this moment.
 
   He felt bad for the difficult situation Hailey was in, but Lori’s needs came first. Without question.
 
   If only he could help Hailey see the truth about Bill.
 
   The living room was empty.
 
   He should have known she’d run again. Then, the smell of sweet chocolate hit his senses. He rounded the corner and found Hailey at his stove. “What are you doing?”
 
   Hailey turned to face him. Taking a dishtowel from where it hung on the handle of the oven door, she wiped her hands, stumbling for something to say. “I hope you don’t mind. I thought that maybe your daughter would like some cocoa. My mom used to make it for me after I had a nightmare.”
 
   Nate tightened his hold on Lori and took two long strides toward the table. Pulling out a chair, he set her down. “I usually don’t let her have sweets this late at night.”
 
   Wedging his way between Hailey and the stove, he took the pan from the burner and turned the flame off. The kindness of her actions doused the acidic flames burning his stomach, but he didn’t want that. Even though he told Lori that Hailey was nice, remembering just how kind she could be made it harder to fight for what he wanted.
 
   Looking back over his shoulder, he asked, “Would you like some?”
 
   Lori folded her shoulders, trying to make herself look smaller in the chair and signed a simple yes.
 
   “She’d like that. Thanks.”
 
   “How about her daddy? Is he allowed?”
 
   It did smell delicious, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a cup that wasn’t made from one of those envelopes of instant powder. He was actually flabbergasted that she’d found baking chocolate in his cupboard. “Sure.”
 
   Hailey went about pouring her concoction into the cups and sprinkling tiny marshmallows on top. Again, where did that come from? His sister must have a sugar stash he knew nothing about.
 
   He turned back to the table and grinned at Lori. Pulling out the chair she was sitting in he lifted her in the air. After he took the seat, he brought her back down to his lap.
 
   Her giggle—music to his ears—reminded him of the light in his life. Confirmed what was important.
 
   Hailey set the cocoa on the table and then dropped to the chair next to him and Lori. She sipped slowly from the cup, seemingly enjoying the aroma as well as the taste. As she set it back down, her tongue flicked across her lips catching every drop of the drink.
 
   Nate tried to break his obsession with kissing her and gently blew over the rim, before taking a small sip. He hated to admit it, but it was perfect: rich, creamy, and sweet. It warmed a trail all the way to his stomach.
 
   Lori slurped loudly from the cup, then set it down and signed to her father. It’s very good. Tastes like candy!
 
   “It is.” Nate said. “Do you have something to say to Hailey?”
 
   Lori hesitantly turned back. Thank you.
 
   Nate bit his lip. He’d hoped Lori would choose to speak. “She says thank you. And I do too. This was very thoughtful.”
 
   She shrugged, but spoke to Lori. “Nightmares stink.” Her gaze flickered to him. “I’m sorry. I wish I knew sign language.”
 
   He pulled Lori’s hair over her shoulder as she sipped from the cup again. “She can hear. You just get shy around new people, huh?”
 
   Lori nodded.
 
   Hailey turned her attention back to her cup. After taking another sip, she ran a finger around the rim, wiping away a stray drip before it could fall to the table. “Your dad tells me you like to ride horses.”
 
   “Y-y-yes.” She said. “My aunt…takes me.”
 
   “Anna works out at Sunnydale,” Nate explained. When Hailey looked as though she couldn’t place the stable, he continued. “Betty Crawford started a hippotherapy program out at her place.”
 
   “I don’t know what that is.”
 
   “Therapeutic horse riding.”
 
   Hailey turned back to Lori. “Mrs. Crawford taught me how to ride when I was in 4-H.”
 
   Lori’s eyes lit up and she leaned over the table, slightly closer to Hailey. “You…ride…horses?”
 
   Hailey scrunched up her face and shook her head. “Not anymore. But when I was younger—a little older than you—I did.”
 
   “I don’t remember that,” Nate said.
 
   “I quit riding when I was about twelve I think. I had a growth spurt and got too big to ride the pony we had. I remember Mom and Dad talking about finding me a more suitable mount, but my interest was waning.”
 
   What happened to your pony? Lori returned to signing.
 
   After Nate translated, Hailey answered. “I just asked my dad that same question last night. Polly is living out at my uncle’s farm and his grandkids still ride her. I want to go visit her before I go home. Maybe, if it’s okay with your dad, the two of you could come along.”
 
   Lori leaned back, stretching her neck so she could look up at Nate with big pleading eyes.
 
   “We’ll see. Okay?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I’ll call my uncle and see when we can come out and then call your dad.”
 
   Nate narrowed his gaze. He didn’t think Hailey was trying to give his daughter false hope, but also knew she wasn’t going to be in town long and had a lot of family issues to deal with. The last thing he wanted was Lori to get excited and then be let down when time ran out for Hailey to fulfill her offer. “Everyone is really busy this time of year, though. So we’ll just wait and see what happens.”
 
   Lori nodded again.
 
   He kissed her forehead. “Do you think you can sleep now?”
 
   Lori nodded, and turned back toward Hailey. After signing “thank you” again, she slid off Nate’s lap and scampered toward the bedroom.
 
   The emotions he’d firmly grabbed hold of in the hallway were beginning to fade in her presence and he gave himself a silent pep talk.
 
   Be firm. Be strong.
 
   The past is just that. Leave it be.
 
   “I do appreciate you doing this for her. It was nice, but don’t raise her hopes about going to see horses. She’s really sensitive and her feelings get easily hurt.”
 
   “It wasn’t a false promise. I plan to call my uncle tomorrow and see if it’s okay.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She pushed her chair away from the table and took her mug to the sink. “Because she likes horses. And I thought she’d enjoy going over to their farm and seeing all the animals.”
 
   She turned on the water and looked in the cupboard beneath the sink.
 
   That brought Nate to his feet. Having her in his kitchen doing dishes came just a little too close to his fantasies for comfort. He crossed and took the dish soap from her hand. “You don’t need to do that.”
 
   “I’m not going to come in here, make a mess, and not clean it up.”
 
   “Too late,” he exhaled the words, then immediately wanted to pull them back. “I’m sorry. I just don’t understand why you came over here tonight. Why you’re being nice to my daughter?”
 
   She put her hands up and moved back toward the table, taking the same seat she had previously sat in. “I just wanted you to understand how I feel about the house. I was mad in the diner earlier today, but not at you. The idea of losing the house caused me to snap. It was just one too many things to lose.”
 
   “I can understand that.” He dropped back down to the chair next to her. “But I’ve learned something over the last few years. A piece of property is a thing. Things are not what’s important in life. I want it for Lori. So I can help her.”
 
   “I don’t want to stand in the way of that, but it’s more than a thing. It’s my childhood.”
 
   “I don’t want to move into your house because of the value.”
 
   “I don’t care about the money.”
 
   “But Jake and your sister do. They need it to pay for your father’s care. Before you say he doesn’t need to go into the nursing home, I’m going to ask you to take off your big-city, rose-colored glasses and reexamine the situation.”
 
   “Could you do it? If it was your dad?” There were no tears, but a deep sorrow resided in her eyes and slumped shoulders. She wasn’t even trying to keep her emotions in check.
 
   “I can’t even imagine how hard it is for you, your brother, and your sister; but life is like that. The things we have to do aren’t easy. Doesn’t mean we get to look the other way and pretend it’s not happening.”
 
   She took a deep breath and let it out slow. “Jake took me on the tour of Pioneer this afternoon. After that, I had a long talk with my father—offered him a half dozen other solutions. He’s resolved himself to do what Jake wants. I’m still not one hundred percent sure it’s the right answer for Dad, but I promised him and Jake I wouldn’t fight it anymore.”
 
   “I see.” He didn’t know what else to say.
 
   “And I felt really bad about the way I acted in the diner. I wanted to make sure you understood that it was okay with me that you and Lori move into the house. Then I got here and I saw you… and, well, it just doesn’t matter. My brother will give you a call in a day or two so you guys can work out the details.”
 
   It was everything Nate wanted, so why was he having a hard time accepting that it was going to be that easy. “You say that you’re giving in, but I don’t feel like your heart is in it.”
 
   “I’m not happy about putting Dad in Pioneer. I’m not one hundred percent convinced it’s come to that, but he says it’s what he wants. So, I have to accept it. If anyone is going to live in my house, I want it to be you and your daughter.”
 
   “Thank you. Lori thanks you, too.”
 
   “You’re so good with her. It’s so evident you’re a wonderful Dad.”
 
   He felt his cheeks warm and hoped his beard camouflaged the blush. “She makes it easy.”
 
   “It might be none of my business, but what happened to her mom? Did she die?”
 
   “That’s my second favorite rumor.” To be honest, Nate didn’t like any of the town-chatter about his single-parent status, but not enough to correct any of them. Since Hailey was giving him this gift—and she’d be gone again in a few days—he felt like he could tell her. “She just didn’t want anything to do with us.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   He shrugged. “It’s okay. Mt. Pleasant might not be New York City but it’s nothing like this town. It was a bit of a culture shock and I did some things I’m not proud of.”
 
   “It’s called being a college student.”
 
   She hadn’t been the first one to try to absolve him of his errors, but for some reason—from Hailey—the words were comforting. “When Lori’s mom found out she was pregnant, she just wanted to end it.” He paused, flipping his attention toward the small hall leading to the bedrooms. When he was going through it, the idea of an abortion infuriated him. Now, having his daughter, the memories filled him with disgust. “I told her that I would be a parent and she could continue on with her life.”
 
   “She doesn’t see Lori?”
 
   “Never has. Not once. Didn’t even hold her after she gave birth. The last time I saw or heard a word from her was a few hours after the delivery. By that point, we were long broken-up.”
 
   “I think it’s pretty amazing that you stepped up, but I’m not surprised.”
 
   He never knew how to respond to these kinds of statements. For him, there was no other choice. “She’s my baby. It’s not always easy, but the only choice we have is to stick together.”
 
   Looking into Hailey’s eyes reminded him why he usually kept the details about Lori’s mother to himself. He didn’t want or need sympathy from anyone, least of all her. Trying to lighten the mood, he continued. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I certainly don’t. Lori is a shining light in my life.”
 
   “You’re special. I always knew that.”
 
   How did they get here? She’d shown up on his doorstep yelling at him, and moved to backtracking on her vow to keep him off her family’s property to complimenting him. The awkward silence seemed to make her uncomfortable too, because she stood.
 
   “I should probably get going. Dad is home alone.” She walked toward the door, picking up her coat.
 
   Nate joined her in the front hall and struggled for what to say. “I know things got uncomfortable at the diner earlier today, but I’m glad you came out and cleared the air. I appreciate it.”
 
   She reached out, laying her hand on his forearm, looking up into his face. Without a word, she pushed up on her tiptoes and slid her hands up his chest and over his shoulders, moving slowly, giving him plenty of opportunity to put a stop to it.
 
   Preventing her never entered his mind. Suddenly, he was catapulted back eight years to the beach and leaned in to her touch as he lowered his head. His eyes fluttered shut as he anticipated her move.
 
   Finally, she pressed her lips to his.
 
   She’d initiated the closeness, but Nate quickly took the lead. His arms came around her waist and he lifted her to him, deepening the kiss. When it came to a natural end, several seconds later, he mumbled against her lips. “Why did you do that?”
 
   She pressed her forehead to his. “I just wanted to… had to… one more time.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate paced the length of the kitchen. Why did he let Hailey kiss him and then just walk out of his house? And his life? Again!
 
   His hands clenched into fists. He resisted the urge to take his frustrations out on his innocent kitchen table.
 
   Why am I asking myself stupid questions?
 
   Typical Hailey. Stir the pot… and leave. He never should have let his walls down.
 
   He picked his cell phone up off the table for the third time in ten minutes. Once again, he tossed it down to the table. He didn’t have her number. Even if he did, what would he say? Don’t leave? Stay with me and my daughter?
 
   That would be disastrous. Lori would become attached, and Hailey would eventually exit.
 
   His parents’ move west already proved his daughter didn’t handle upheaval well. There was no way he could expose her to another round of it.
 
   But could he leave things like this with Hailey?
 
   He could call Jake, but what would Nate say? “I just made a fool out of myself with your sister and I need to apologize… or explain… or something.”
 
   Nate could hear stones kicking up in the driveway a few seconds before a flash of headlights shone through the window. Hailey had come back to talk once today, maybe it was becoming a habit.
 
   As the lights circled the house and seeped through the kitchen window, he realized it was his sister, pulling her car around to the back of the house. Disappointment pricked at him, but he was happy for the distraction and retrieved her dinner plate from the refrigerator, popping it into the microwave just as the door slammed. “How’s the horse?”
 
   Anna didn’t answer. After shedding her boots and coat, she made a straight line for the refrigerator and pulled out a bottle of Nate’s beer. She looked at it long and hard before putting it back, closing the door, and leaning her forehead against the surface.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “The horse didn’t make it. Then I was fired.”
 
   “What? Why? Crawford can’t blame you because a horse had colic. You weren’t even there.”
 
   “But it was my responsibility to do a final check of all the horses before I left.” Her voice cracked.
 
   Nate felt bad for focusing on the job and not Anna’s loss. He closed the distance, hugging his sister to him. “I’m sorry you lost the horse. I know you care for each and every one of those animals as if they’re yours.”
 
   Anna’s body trembled in his hug, and a stifled cry—quieted by his shirt—reached his ear.
 
   “I know you did that check, because Lori told me all about doing it with you.”
 
   Anna stepped back, shaking her head. Trying to hold off the urge to completely break down, he suspected. “The vet suggested the horse was given grain without being cooled out. And then he rolled before Crawford discovered him. His bowel twisted. Totally preventable, if it had been caught before he rolled.”
 
   “So Betty is going to hold you responsible because she screwed up? That’s not fair.”
 
   “No one screwed up. The horse was fine when I left, but I’m the stable manager. Ultimately, it was my responsibility.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. I know how much you loved that job.”
 
   Anna leaned against the counter and rubbed her forehead. “It’s more than a job. Always has been.” She took a deep breath, and let it out with a slow exhale. “I was afraid you were going to be mad at me.”
 
   “What? Why?”
 
   “Lori is benefitting so much. But now, if I’m not working there, she won’t be able to go to the farm without paying for the time.”
 
   True, Lori would be devastated, but he couldn’t be mad at his sister. He knew she’d never intentionally hurt him or his daughter.
 
   However, this turn of events increased the need to get Lori her own horse.
 
   “I’m grateful for everything you’ve done to help her. You didn’t do this on purpose. You didn’t do anything wrong at all.”
 
   “What am I going to do now though? I have to work.”
 
   “You’re very talented. You’ll find another job.”
 
   “Doing what I love? In time, but not around here.”
 
   If Anna moved away to find a similar job to the one she’d just lost, it would destroy Lori. Every single one of her issues would most likely get worse. “I’ll figure something out so you don’t have to move.”
 
   “Like what? And don’t even suggest working at the diner.”
 
   There she went shooting his first thought down before it could even be spoken. “It is an option. At least until you find something else.”
 
   “Not for me. Remember? Dad fired me. He told me I could never come back.” Anna chuckled at the memory and Nate couldn’t help but laugh too.
 
   At sixteen, she’d worked in the restaurant bussing tables for three days and broke several plates and glasses before their father—who was usually good-natured—had lost his temper and sent her home.
 
   Nate always suspected she’d done it on purpose so she could take the summer job she really wanted—cleaning stalls at Sunnydale Farm. She’d been working there ever since.
 
   “Just don’t do anything rash. Give me a chance to come up with a solution,” Nate said.
 
   Hailey had promised to back off and let him lease the house. He’d planned to get one horse for Lori. Maybe his sister could start her own riding program. Coming up with capital would be a problem but the alternative made a talk with the bank worth a try. He couldn’t just let his sister move away without trying to do something.
 
   “I’ll give you a little leeway, but not too much. I can’t afford to be out of work long.”
 
   Thinking better of getting anyone’s hopes up until he worked out the details, Nate decided to keep the seedlings of his plan to himself—for now. “Just give me a week or two before you start looking for out-of-town options. Can you do that?”
 
   She nodded her head. She was trying to keep a brave face, but Nate could see the utter hopelessness she felt.
 
   “I’m going to bed,” she said.
 
   Anna was halfway down the hall when the landline phone rang, something that rarely happened since they’d both started carrying their own cell phones. Nate might have written it off as a solicitor if it wasn’t well past nine o’clock.
 
   Anna spun back on her heels. “Good news never comes this late.”
 
   Nate couldn’t argue with that. He reached for the phone with trepidation, shocked to hear Hailey’s panic-stricken voice sounding in his ear.
 
   “My father fell while I was at your house. He couldn’t get up and I couldn’t get him off the floor either.”
 
   “Calm down. I’m on my way over.”
 
   “No. I called an ambulance. They’re loading him right now. The paramedics think he broke a hip.”
 
   She had the situation under control. So then, why was she calling him? Unless… “Do you want me to meet you at the hospital?”
 
   “Would you?”
 
   “I’m on my way.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey picked her coat up from the kitchen chair. Without thinking, she ran onto the ice-covered sidewalk.
 
   The paramedic caught her as her legs began to slide out from under her. “Careful. Let’s get you in the back of the ambulance. Your father is asking for you.”
 
   She climbed up and sat next to the other paramedic on the small metal ledge connected to the sidewall.
 
   Her father called out her name.
 
   She reached over and gripped his hand. “I’m right here. I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have left you alone.”
 
   “Get your momma for me. Where’s your mom at?”
 
   Hailey covered her mouth with her free hand and swallowed the tears blocking her throat. Even though there had been episodes and indicators over the last few days, she’d refused to believe her siblings when they said her father couldn’t be alone. She had accused both of them—and Nate too—of exaggerating the magnitude of his disorientation.
 
   She’d asked for an ultimate sign that her father was as bad as everyone had said and now had seen the worst with her own eyes.
 
   He’d been screaming for his wife since she’d returned home and confused Hailey for her mother for a second time in two days. And when she first tried to help him, he had used abusive language and swung at her once.
 
   “Can’t you give him anything?”
 
   “We have to be careful about what we administer. I’m betting they take him to surgery tonight. We don’t want to do something that will prevent that.”
 
   “But he’s in so much pain.”
 
   “I know. We’ll be there in a few minutes and the doctor will do what he can.”
 
   She bent slightly at the waist, trying to get closer to her father. The ambulance swayed as it rounded the corner and she nearly lost her balance. Holding her father’s hand, she chastised herself for leaving him alone to go investigate her unresolved feelings about the past.
 
   Nate.
 
   After kissing him, she’d fled the house in an embarrassed state of horror. Why did he have this effect on her? Maybe avoidance was her auto-response to the tough issues.
 
   But it was more than that. She’d almost turned around to go back to Nate’s twice, but resisted the urge. There was nothing cut and dried about the situation. Obviously there was still a physical attraction, but their worlds were wildly different and so much time had passed.
 
   Even if Nate wanted a second attempt at a relationship—and she wasn’t sure he did—they’d both endured so many changes, they had to be different people than they were back then.
 
   Still, calling Nate for help was her first thought when she found her father.
 
   Seeing him on the bathroom floor and not being able to help him struck a panic. Feeling helpless, she wanted Nate’s strong arms around her again.
 
   If only…
 
   Several moments later, the ambulance came to a full stop. Hailey heard the doors to the cab slam. “I think we’re at the hospital. The doctors are going to help you.”
 
   Her father’s only response was to moan. At least he wasn’t crying out, but Hailey now doubted that he was fully aware of his surroundings.
 
   The back doors flung open. The paramedic nudged at her shoulder. “Go ahead and jump down so we can get him out.”
 
   She followed orders, and walked the few short steps to the hospital bay doors. Folding her arms in front of her chest, she waited. So focused on her father’s care, she didn’t realize Nate was there until his hand brushed her shoulder.
 
   “How did you beat us here?” It was all she could think to say.
 
   He shrugged his shoulders. “You called and I came.”
 
   Her first urge was to step closer, lean on him for emotional support, but even though they’d had a nice long talk at his place earlier, it still felt like there was a divide between them. She pushed her hands into her pockets in order to resist the urge to touch him. “I appreciate it.”
 
   “I’m so sorry. Your dad is a good man.”
 
   “Why didn’t I listen to Jake? He told me not to leave him alone for too long.”
 
   “You didn’t know something bad would happen.”
 
   She took a couple of steps toward the ambulance. “What did you say about my big-city, rose-colored glasses?”
 
   “You staying home wouldn’t necessarily have prevented the fall.”
 
   She knew Nate was right—it wasn’t as if she’d been following her father into the bathroom—but it didn’t lessen the shadow of guilt that darkened her already dim spirit. “But he wouldn’t have been all alone and in pain for so long.”
 
   “You weren’t at my place for more than an hour. He couldn’t have been down that long.”
 
   She turned back toward Nate and really looked at him. He’d answered her plea for help, even though she’d turned and ran from him. More than once. “I’m not sure why I called you.”
 
   “I’m glad you did.”
 
   She wondered if that kiss she had wanted for so long had meant something to him. She was still trying to sort out her frayed emotions but knew that it felt more right than any other decision she’d made since her mother had passed away.
 
   But it wasn’t only her life that had changed.
 
   Realizing he was alone, she asked, “Where is Lori?”
 
   “Anna came home after you left. She could babysit.”
 
   Jake approached the two of them as the paramedics brought her father out of the back of the ambulance.
 
   “What happened?”
 
   She crossed her arms and took a step away from him. Toward Nate. “I told you on the phone. He fell.”
 
   “You said you left him alone. For how long?”
 
   “I went to talk to Nate, about the house,” Hailey said.
 
   Nate continued where she stopped. “She was at my place an hour at the most.”
 
   Jake scrapped his hand across his chin. “Obviously it was too long.”
 
   “Just what I need, more guilt. I’m sorry. You were right. Is that what you want to hear?”
 
   “I don’t want to be right. I just want you to understand how serious this is. I want you to realize Kelly and I haven’t been overreacting.”
 
   Hailey now knew she was the one who’d been misreading the situation. She’d been in denial over her father because it was hard enough to lose one parent. She didn’t want to think about the other one slipping away. “I see that now. He’s asking for mom.”
 
   Before Jake could respond, a nurse with a familiar face that Hailey couldn’t put a name to approached them. Thankfully, she started talking to Jake, and let Hailey hide behind her veil of embarrassment and remorse. She turned, taking a few steps away from them.
 
   Within seconds, strong hands came to rest on her shoulders. She didn’t have to turn to know it was Nate. The way he gripped her might have given it away, or the combined scents of strong soap and the aftershave that had been making her light-headed at his house, but it was something more than that.
 
   “Your brother is just angry and frustrated with the situation.”
 
   “I don’t deserve your kindness. Not after everything that’s happened between us.”
 
   “You apologized. We’re moving forward. Right?” He put a gentle pressure on her shoulders, guiding her to face him.
 
   She did without fighting.
 
   “Right now isn’t the time, but you’re not leaving town until we talk about what happened earlier tonight.”
 
   In a moment of weakness, she’d given in to her desires and expressed the yearnings that still burned inside her. He didn’t seem angry about it—he wasn’t showing any emotion at all—but he was making it clear there were not going to be any more loose ends.
 
   He’d drawn a line in the sand and insisted upon resolution.
 
   If only she could figure out what resolution her heart really wanted.
 
   ****
 
   Hailey and Jake followed the nurse back into the pre-op area. They’d been told the doctor would give them a brief update before taking their father to surgery. She’d asked Nate to come along, but he opted out, whispering in her ear that there wasn’t a place for him in the family discussion.
 
   The doctor stood near a nurses’ station, all of the beds in the room were empty.
 
   “Where’s my dad?” Hailey asked.
 
   “They’ve already taken him down to surgery.” The doctor barely looked up from their father’s chart as they approached. “It’s going to take about two hours for me to get the hip set. With the anesthesia and the follow-up pain medications, you shouldn’t expect to see him again until morning. My best estimate for recovery time is a few days here in the hospital, and then another ten days to two weeks in a rehab facility. After that he’s going to require around-the-clock care for quite some time.”
 
   Jake spoke before Hailey could. “He won’t be going home. He was set to go to Pioneer next week. Can he transition from rehab to there?”
 
   The doctor nodded. “Looking at his medical records, I think that’s a very wise choice.”
 
   Hailey closed her eyes and took one step away. “I feel so guilty. Is there anything I can personally do to help him recover?” Hailey said.
 
   Jake spoke through clenched teeth. “Please. Don’t reopen this. These decisions have been made.”
 
   “I know he can’t come home, but does that mean I can’t help with his recovery at all?”
 
   The doctor turned his focus to Hailey, despite Jake’s vocal dissention. “Often, traumatic injuries—like he’s suffered tonight—lead to an even more rapid decline in general health. But, you can still play an active role in his recovery if you want. Most of the therapists here at the hospital don’t mind family members being part of the process by helping with the exercises and being encouraging.”
 
   Hailey nodded her response. She could do what he suggested, and knew that taking an active role would be a good way to deal with her mounting guilt about being absent.
 
   After the doctor left the two of them alone in the empty pre-op room. Hailey felt as if Jake was staring clear through her, looking into her conflicted heart. She started to turn and retreat to the waiting room, but his voice called her back.
 
   “There’s something going on with you.” It wasn’t a question. His voice was softer, resembling that of the big brother she remembered of their youth, when he was her protector.
 
   “I just hate this.”
 
   “We all do. But I get a feeling it’s more than that. You’ve been moody. Withdrawn.”
 
   “I’ve been really homesick for a while now. I feel like Dad needs me. Maybe I should move home and help you and Kelly take care of him.”
 
   “You said that last night. But what about your job?”
 
   Hailey rubbed her temples as she moved toward a chair next to one of the beds. She dropped to the seat and struggled with the voice in her gut saying it was time to come clean with her family. No matter how she tried, she couldn’t find the strength or the words to say that she’d failed.
 
   Quickly, she ran the numbers in her head. There was enough money in her savings account to cover six weeks’ worth of bills. She could go back to the city and continue her job search second-guessing if that’s where she belonged, or she could stay in town, help with her father’s care, and explore those feelings about Nate that refused to diminish. If she stayed, she could search for a job via the phone and internet.
 
   “I don’t have a job.”
 
   By the look on Jake’s face, she’d just said the last thing he ever expected.
 
   “I got fired just before Thanksgiving. I’ve been trying to find something else.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell us?”
 
   “I didn’t want anyone to think I failed. I figured I would find another job and then I could tell you all about what happened.”
 
   “Why did they fire you?”
 
   “Because they wanted me to drop a case that wouldn’t have a huge payoff. They didn’t care that my client deserved to be heard. I wanted to go into law to help people, but oftentimes the final decision on what cases we took and what we let go were determined by the prospective payoff.”
 
   “If you weren’t happy, why did you lead us to believe you were?”
 
   “Don’t get me wrong. I was happy for a while. College and law school challenged me. The neighborhood I live in is wonderful, all these little hide-a-way shops the likes of which you’d never find around here. I always missed home though, and over time, I’ve become disillusioned with what I’m doing.”
 
   Her brother crossed to stand in front of her. “I think it’s normal to feel nostalgic, maybe even a little homesick, around the holidays. We’ve had a rough year with Mom—and now Dad—but you’ve worked too hard to give up on your career over a rough patch.”
 
   Those words of praise eased the sharp pain that had been cutting through her stomach for months now. “You don’t think I should move home?”
 
   “I don’t think you’re in a good place to make such a big decision. I think you need to put some time and distance between this pain and your choices.”
 
   “I don’t want to give up on my career. I like what I do. But, I can job hunt from here while I help with Dad’s care.”
 
   “How does Nate Jenkins fit into all of this?”
 
   The complete honesty with her brother had lifted a huge weight and she wanted to continue the transparency, but she just wasn’t sure how to answer that question. She shrugged.
 
   “Did you call him when you found Dad?”
 
   Hailey nodded.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “We were good friends once. I’d just left his house.” Both were accurate statements, but they only scratched the surface of what she was feeling.
 
   “I don’t think you realize everything he’s been through since your high school days. I know that it was a long time ago, but you hurt him once. Don’t repeat history. He’s a good guy and doesn’t need you stirring up past flames while you sort out your restlessness.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll decide to stay here.”
 
   “Do you really think that’s a possibility?”
 
   She shook her head and walked by her brother toward the door before pausing and turning back. “It’s an option, but no. I don’t know for sure.”
 
   “All I’m saying is don’t make things more complicated than they have to be.”
 
   When her brother approached her with open arms, she went to him.
 
   “We’re here for you. Okay? We’re family. You can tell us what’s going on with you. All of it. Not just the good stuff.”
 
   “Thanks,” She hugged his neck a little tighter. “And I’ll think about what you’ve said.”
 
   Knowing their dad would be out of it the rest of the night, Jake decided to leave, but Hailey wanted to stay until her father was out of surgery.
 
   It wasn’t fair to ask Nate to do the same though and she went in search of him.
 
   When she walked into the waiting room, Nate stood and approached, meeting her half way. “Is everything all right?”
 
   She recounted the conversations with the doctor, censoring out the bit about coming clean with Jake about her unemployment. “I want to stay here until the surgery is over, but you should go on home. I know you have to work tomorrow and you have Lori there who needs you.”
 
   Nate reached out for her hand. When she gave it to him, he tugged slightly, pulling her closer, then bent over and whispered in her ear. “While we wait for your dad to come out of surgery, we can go have that talk.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate fished his wallet out of his back pocket and handed the woman at the register a five-dollar bill, despite Hailey’s protests that she should be the one to buy the coffee.
 
   It wasn’t about being a gentleman or any macho baggage like that. Not only had Hailey been through a rough night, but it seemed she’d been drowning in a sea of guilt and regret for a lot longer than the last few days.
 
   She slid into the chair and rested elbows on the table before cradling her head in her hands. Nate eased back and resisted pulling her close by pushing his hands into the front pockets of his jeans. Yes, she’d opened that door at his house, but as far as he knew, she was still headed back to New York at the end of the week.
 
   Even if he was willing to risk his heart, roll the dice, and revisit the past for a few days, he didn’t have room in his heart for anything casual or fleeting. Maybe he could weather having her briefly, but Lori didn’t need any more temporary people in her life. His only choice was to put his daughter’s needs above his own desires.
 
   “Your dad’s broken hip isn’t your fault.” True but so trite. Couldn’t he come up with anything better to say than that?
 
   “I’m so stupid.” Hailey sat back and met his gaze.
 
   He shook his head and pressed his fingertips into his hipbones, still resisting his urge to touch her.
 
   “I was scared back then. I left because I was afraid that if I stayed in town one more minute, I’d give up everything I’d worked so damn hard for to be with you.”
 
   Emotions that seemed to have been knotted up inside her for years, spilled out on her tear-soaked words.
 
   Nate swallowed hard. Her admission slashed at the walls he’d built to compartmentalize his pain. As much as he wanted answers, he didn’t realize she could open up those wounds in his heart with a few simple words. “I just want to leave the past back there. It was a long time ago.”
 
   “It doesn’t feel that way when I look at you.” She paused. Her voice dropped. Even though they were mostly alone in the room, it was obvious these words were for his ears only.
 
   “When I kissed you tonight, it was as intense as it was back then.”
 
   “We’re not kids anymore. You live seven hundred miles away.” Yeah, he’d done the math. Several times.
 
   “Are you saying that if I asked for a do-over, you’d turn me down?”
 
   “We can’t go back in time.”
 
   “I know now that Dad needs to go to Pioneer. I can’t take care of him on my own, but I don’t want to leave him when he needs his family. I’m going to stay in town and help him through his rehab. That would give us six weeks to explore these feelings between us. See if there is anything to salvage.”
 
   She had feelings too?
 
   Nate let his eyes drift closed. Maybe she had a point. Nothing else he’d tried to do since high school had successfully put her out of his mind or heart, not even dating other women or raising his daughter.
 
   But, so much time had passed. They didn’t even know each other anymore.
 
   Did they?
 
   “There hasn’t been anything between us for eight years except for one kiss tonight. Not even a conversation.”
 
   “I’ve tried to forget you. I just wasn’t ever successful.”
 
   “I can’t be a shelter in a storm, or someone you use to get over whatever crap you’re going through.” No longer able to resist, he reached across the table and took her hand. “I don’t have the luxury of being carefree. As much as I would love to jump in headfirst without thinking and just see where it takes us, that’s not fair to my daughter. I can’t let her become attached to you. Sooner rather than later you’re going back to New York. Right?”
 
   “Unless I come up with another reason to stay.”
 
   Nate didn’t miss the innuendo in her voice but believed it wasn’t anything more than flirting. He needed to stay grounded in reality. “You’re too good at what you do and have worked too hard to just walk away.”
 
   “Why do you think that?”
 
   Sometimes he wondered if he held on to that thought because it softened the sting of rejection, but he couldn’t say that. He wasn’t ready to admit how much he’d longed for her. Instead, he shrugged his shoulders. “It’s what your brother and sister always say.”
 
   “They don’t know what’s going on with me. Not really. After Mom died, I began to see how much I’d separated myself from everything that really mattered—the people I loved, my family. I began to realize how lonely I am.”
 
   Nate swallowed the lump forming in his throat. She was making a damn good argument for taking a chance and exploring their feelings, but the part of him that had been taught by Hailey and Lori’s mom not to trust still hesitated. “Are you saying that you might move back here permanently?”
 
   “Private practice is an option I’m toying with.” She pressed her fingers against the bridge of her nose. “If I would have done it eighteen months ago, I would have had so much more time to spend with my mom in her final year.”
 
   “If you want to open your own business, then you should go for it. Don’t let anything stand in the way of your dreams.”
 
   “That’s what you used to say when we were in school.”
 
   He dropped his chin and rubbed the back of his neck. “I still believe that.” It sort of surprised him he did. Had he been following the advice?
 
   “What if another chance with you is part of that dream?”
 
   He swallowed hard. Every fiber of his body wanted to go for it, except for his bruised heart. It was reminding him how this story ended. It said that if he wasn’t careful Hailey wouldn’t only break his heart this time, but she’d destroy Lori too. “There isn’t anything between us anymore.”
 
   “That kiss meant nothing to you?”
 
   Why is she doing this to me now?
 
   He started to shake his head no but stopped. He believed picking up where they left off was courting disaster, but that didn’t mean he could lie. “I don’t know if I’ve ever been so turned on by just one kiss,” he whispered. “But—” He scrubbed his face with his hand, looking for the right word. “We did what we were supposed to do after high school. We went our separate ways and started living our own lives. Can you honestly say I’ve ever crossed your mind in all that time?”
 
   Hailey reached across the small table and clasped his wrist. He’d been trying to protect his heart by keeping eye contact to a minimum, but her touch demanded it. He looked into the stormy blue pools.
 
   “Only all the time.”
 
   She pounded on the slammed door of his heart until he had no choice but to open it up. “A do-over, huh?”
 
   “I know we can’t go back in time. But, I’m going to be here for a while and it seems like we’ve both had a hard time letting go of the past.”
 
   This was too much to hope for. People didn’t separate at a road’s fork, only to come back together somewhere down the line.
 
   Did they?
 
   He turned his hand in hers as he stood. Guiding her to her feet, he steered her closer to him, sliding a hand around her waist. “This is crazy. You know that, don’t you?”
 
   “I think a little crazy is just what I need.”
 
   He pulled Hailey in tighter, and she curled her body to his. He laid his cheek against the top of her head, let his body absorb the closeness of her, taking a minute to enjoy everything he’d always wanted. Even if by doing so, he was opening himself up for more heartache.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   For the next two hours, their conversation wandered through the past eight years. Hailey talked about her apartment in the city, her favorite park nearby—and how it reminded her, if only in a small way—of the one in town.
 
   Nate talked about how he handled the transition from working in the diner to running it. He shared stories of raising Lori, the challenges and the moments of pure joy and celebration.
 
   They were still lingering over their coffee when the doctor found them to update Hailey on the surgery. On the promise that Bill would be sleeping for several hours, Nate convinced her to go home to do the same.
 
   As he turned down the road that led to her house, he couldn’t help but wonder how this night was going to end. Her fingers had been sliding up and down his arm for the entire ride, and about a mile earlier, she leaned her head against his shoulder. Still, they hadn’t really discussed or defined how they were going to move forward.
 
   Maybe because he wasn’t responding to her gentle touch, Hailey decided to clarify those lines—or lack thereof. She unbuckled her seatbelt, pulled her knees up onto the cushion, and scooted closer to him. Her arm wrapped around his shoulder. She pressed her body tighter to his as her lips nibbled at the side of his neck.
 
   The temperature in the truck seemed to rise; he tugged at the collar of his shirt for air. “Uhhh… you should have your seatbelt on.”
 
   Sliding her tongue against his chin, she moved closer to his ear, nibbling on his lobe. “Come inside with me.”
 
   He turned the truck into her driveway, and she had to brace her hand against the dash to keep from falling. After pushing the gearshift into park and turning the key to off, he swiveled toward her. “I thought you weren’t going anywhere soon.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Then there’s no rush.”
 
   “We’ve waited eight years for another night together. I don’t want to waste a moment more.”
 
   She’d been chipping away at his walls since the moment she’d come into the diner that morning. Earlier, they’d both been reluctant, but the moment she had declared her intent in the cafeteria, she’d pushed forward and acted as if the last eight years had been simply a brief moment.
 
   So what was he fighting?
 
   Having his heart shattered again.
 
   Hailey had creased it once, just like Lori’s mom. The walls he built had given him time to heal, but, damn it all, he was lonely.
 
   Just like Hailey professed to be.
 
   Was it wrong for them to keep each other company? He just needed to remember that no matter how steamy it might get, she was leaving in six weeks—maybe sooner.
 
   He reached up and gripped a piece of the silk blouse she wore, giving it a light tug. She got the message and moved even closer.
 
   With his assistance, she moved to his lap, wedging herself between him and the steering wheel. She hovered over him for a moment, before lowering her mouth to his.
 
   Her hair fell forward and he worked his fingers through the blonde tresses, accepting her affections. He returned the kiss with all the longing he’d struggled to suppress for so many years.
 
   She looped her arms around his neck and pressed her knees tight to his hipbones. He slid his hands up her back as she pulled him tighter, kissed him deeper.
 
   “This is crazy,” he mumbled against her mouth. “What are we doing?”
 
   “Trying again,” she mumbled the words against his lips before reclaiming the lead, capturing his mouth with hers again. Lowering her bottom, she rested on his legs. Arching her spine, she let her head fall back, exposing her neck.
 
   Accepting her invitation, he mouthed the supple flesh, dragging his tongue against her collarbone and thrilling at the low growl she uttered in response.
 
   When her hands dipped under his long-sleeved t-shirt and climbed up his chest, the realization of exactly where they were headed hit him like a bucket of cold water.
 
   It was one thing to see if the fire still burned between them. It was quite another to recreate the past.
 
   He pressed against her shoulders. “Not here, not like we’re teenagers.”
 
   Hailey moved back on her heels, looking into his eyes for a few moments before shifting off his lap to the seat next to him. “This isn’t exactly like that night. It was July. A lot warmer.”
 
   Nate twisted so he was facing her. Reaching out, he let a hand graze her shoulder. “It meant something to me. I just think you should know that.”
 
   A soft smile tipped her lips upward. She leaned into his touch. “I’m sorry I hurt you.”
 
   “Stop apologizing. Okay? It’s over. We don’t have to talk about it anymore.” He wrapped her up in his embrace, and her body softened, melting into his.
 
   Tenderly, she kissed his neck. “Stay with me.”
 
   The painful memories of his past tried to chain him to the seat, urging him to refuse her offer. “I don’t think I should.”
 
   “Why? We’re not hurting anyone.”
 
   With one arm he tightened the hold around her waist, with the other hand he gently stroked her hair. “You’re in pain. About a lot of things. I’ll come inside and stay with you. I’ll hold you like this for the rest of the night. But, as far as the rest of it goes, I need a little time.”
 
   If Hailey had an argument for that, she didn’t make it. Instead, she slid out of the truck and waited for him to exit and meet on her side. She then offered him her hand and led him up to the door.
 
   Inside, she hung up their coats on the hooks of the mudroom wall and led him to the living room. As they walked through the kitchen, she offered him something to drink, but he refused.
 
   On the couch, she sat on the opposite corner he took, but when he opened his arms to her, she came to him with the same urgency she’d shown in the truck. She laid her head against his shoulder and wrapped her arms around his chest. Reaching for the afghan that lay across the back of the couch, he covered the both of them and let his eyes drift closed.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate was startled awake by his cell phone vibrating against his hip and the sound of his alarm slowly growing louder.
 
   Five o’clock in the morning.
 
   Crap.
 
   As he moved, Hailey stirred in his arms. He tightened his hold and kissed her forehead. “I have to go to work.”
 
   She burrowed herself tighter to him. “Can’t you stay a little longer?”
 
   Sleep hadn’t been immediate for them, but they’d laid close in the darkness and whispered softly to each other between brief moments of slumber. He couldn’t deny how nice it had felt to have the company, and more than once she’d thanked him for staying.
 
   “I can’t,” he replied.
 
   She sat up, wrapping the afghan tighter around her shoulders when he slipped out from under her. “Can I see you later?”
 
   He leaned over her, sliding a hand under her chin and leaning in to kiss her sweet, soft lips. “Why don’t you come by the diner after a bit and I’ll make you breakfast?”
 
   She nodded before laying back down on the couch. “I will. After I go to the hospital and check on my dad.”
 
   He smoothed the cover over her, kissed her cheek again, and then headed for the back door.
 
   Nate was almost out of the room when her groggy voice hit his ear again.
 
   “I’ll call my uncle too. See if we can take Lori over to see the pony sometime.”
 
   “Sounds good,” he said, but her offer twisted his stomach in knots as he walked out into the cutting winter air and toward his truck.
 
   The harsh reality of dawn had him questioning the logic of his actions. It was one thing for him to risk his own heart, but involving Lori meant putting her emotions at risk too.
 
   He lifted his foot off the brake and scrubbed his cheek with his hand as he continued backing out of the drive. A balance would have to be maintained between Lori and Hailey, until he knew for sure what was happening between the two of them.
 
   He’d talk to Hailey and make sure they were careful around his daughter.
 
   When he pulled into the alley behind the diner, he cursed. Both waitresses, his aunt, and his grill cook were waiting by the back door. He hated being unpunctual but knowing there would be questions about his tardiness bothered him more.
 
   “You’re late.” The fry cook was a regular Sherlock Holmes.
 
   “Nope. Can’t be. I’m the boss.” He punctuated the sentence with a wide grin.
 
   “You look like you had a rough night?” Shirley, his most loyal waitress, commented.
 
   “I didn’t get much sleep.”
 
   “Lori?”
 
   He gave a half-nod but didn’t say a word. It wasn’t really a lie. She’d had a nightmare before he left the house to answer Hailey’s plea.
 
   He turned away and rubbed the back of his neck, trying to wipe away a pang of guilt as he unlocked the door. What if she’d had another bad dream after he’d left?
 
   When they were all in the storeroom, Nate pulled the heavy door closed. He was about to get started on the morning routine, but his path was blocked by his Aunt.
 
   “I’m happy for you,” she said.
 
   Anna always accused the woman of having an uncanny sixth sense, but there was no way she could know that he’d spent the night with Hailey. “For?”
 
   “You’ve been doing it all alone for too long—what? It’s been almost six months since you went out with Nancy Perkins. It’s about time you put yourself back in the love game.”
 
   “What makes you think—?”
 
   Wanda reached up and lifted the collar of his shirt. A swatch of pink lipstick resided on the light blue fabric. “You’re wearing the same clothes you were yesterday.”
 
   He closed his eyes and leaned back against the door. “Do you think the others noticed?”
 
   “Who cares if they did?”
 
   “I care. The last thing I need is more rumors flying around town about me.”
 
   “If people have nothing better to worry about than what you did last night—”
 
   “You know they don’t. And I didn’t do anything but sit with a friend who needed the company.”
 
   He knew all too well what it was like to be fodder for the rumor mill. This news would be burning up the gossip chains in no time flat, didn’t matter if the tales were true or false.
 
   “It’s okay to fall in love again. That’s a good thing.”
 
   Wasn’t she listening? “But it’s not that.”
 
   She gave him one of those smiles. Just like the ones she’d given him when he was no older than Lori and had been caught lying about stealing cookies from the jar.
 
   A look that said she didn’t believe him in the slightest, but she was going to let it pass. “Well, you don’t pay me to sit here and gab. You pay me to make biscuits and the soup of the day.”
 
   Alone in the storeroom, Nate looked down at the collar of his shirt again. Cursing as he pulled it off, he remembered a box of t-shirts bearing the restaurant’s name on the top of the far shelf. He’d had them made for the staff to wear on the float in last summer’s Cheeseburger Festival parade.
 
   Short sleeve didn’t fit the winter weather, but it was better than advertising he and Hailey when he didn’t even understand fully what that meant.
 
   He retrieved one and slipped it on before embarking on his usual routine.
 
   Nate unlocked the cash register and turned on the coffee makers and the lights in the dining room before opening the blinds. He then stepped out to the sidewalk in front of the diner—for privacy—and called his sister’s number.
 
   “Have you been at the hospital all night?” Through her grogginess he could still hear concern.
 
   “Yeah…mostly.” Not the exact truth, but he didn’t have time or energy to explain the details right now. “How’s Lori?”
 
   “Sleeping.”
 
   “Any more nightmares?”
 
   “No. She’s going to be up before long and you know she’s going to want to go to the barn.”
 
   Nate rubbed his temples. For a few moments he’d forgotten that his sister had lost her job. If Hailey was staying in town, that threw a wrench in his initial plan to help his sister grow her own riding program. “Bring her up here for breakfast so I can talk to her. I’ll tell her what’s going on.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   The moment the clock ticked to six, a steady stream of regular customers began spilling into the restaurant. Even though he was exhausted, Nate welcomed the business and the distraction. That was until Jake Lambert strolled in, taking his usual seat at the end of the counter.
 
   Jake hadn’t said too much to Nate at the hospital with Hailey the night before, but he knew her brother had to have questions. Too bad Nate really didn’t have any answers.
 
   He flipped over a cup and began filling it with coffee.
 
   Jake dropped the still folded newspaper next to his plate. “How’s it going this morning?”
 
   “Same as usual.” Maybe the biggest lie he’d ever told. “How’s your father doing?”
 
   “He was still sleeping when I called the hospital, but they said the surgery went well. They said you and Hailey stayed until he came out.”
 
   “She didn’t want to leave until she knew the surgery was over.”
 
   “Then you took her home?”
 
   Nate did not want the conversation to go in this direction. He pointed over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “You want the same as usual?”
 
   Jake leaned across the counter, lowering his voice. “Did she tell you she’s planning to stay for a few weeks? To help Dad with his rehab?”
 
   “Yes. She did mention that.” Writing Jake’s usual order on a ticket, Nate kept his gaze down. He didn’t want Jake to be able to read anything from his expression. He wasn’t ready to say aloud they’d decided to try dating again.
 
   “I feel so bad. I can’t ask her to move out of the house so you can move in.”
 
   So that’s what Jake was worried about: the lease. “I understand why she wants to stay.”
 
   “I do too, but I know how anxious you are to get you and Lori into your own place. Can you wait about six weeks? If you have to look for something else, I understand.”
 
   Another farm could potentially help his sister. “Do you know of another place with at least a few acres of property?”
 
   Jake looked away and Nate could tell he was searching the recesses of his mind. “I can’t think off the top of my head, but I’ll keep my ears open. Honestly, though, I really want you to move into our old place. I know you’d take good care of it.”
 
   “Your place has everything I’m looking for too. I’ll probably just wait this out and see what happens with Hailey. See if she decides to stay.”
 
   Jake fiddled with the edge of the newspaper. “My honest opinion? When we get Dad fully situated into Pioneer, she’ll probably move back to the city. She’s put a lot time and energy into becoming a lawyer, I don’t see her giving up on that now.”
 
   “Who says she can only work in New York? People around here need lawyers too.” Wait a minute. Why was he arguing that she might stay? His head knew Jake was right. It had told Nate repeatedly this little fling with Hailey was for the moment, to exorcise the ghosts of their past.
 
   Jake set his attention fully on Nate. “I know. And you make a point. I think she’s struggling to get through losing Mom and now all of this with Dad. She feels a little lost. Kelly and I do too. But they say time heals the pain, and I think once she deals with her hurt, things will fall back into place for her.”
 
   Was Nate a fool for hoping to get the six weeks she’d promised him? “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”
 
   Right after Nate delivered Jake his usual breakfast, the bell on the front door rang out. Lori and Anna came into the diner. He only had to look into his daughter’s big brown eyes to see her innocence.
 
   Guilt bubbled up. She trusted him to be there when she needed him. Last night, he’d let her down. The last thing he should be doing is putting her secure family at risk.
 
   An overreaction? Maybe.
 
   He was long overdue for some happiness—or as Hailey had described it, some company—but what had Lori done to deserve a distracted father?
 
   He rounded the corner of the counter and smiled when she ran to him. He patted on the red, leather-covered bar stool next to Jake and she climbed up. “What do you want to eat this morning?” Nate asked.
 
   Lori’s eyes flitted around the dining room, before she looked up. She signed pancakes to him.
 
   He kissed her forehead. “Pancakes it is.”
 
   Anna patted her niece’s shoulder. “Why don’t we sit in the booth over there, sweetie? Go on and wait for me.”
 
   Nate leaned through the window into the kitchen, “Two orders of pancakes.” When he turned back, Anna was in his face.
 
   “She’s already asking about going to the barn. She’s going to be devastated.”
 
   “I’ll explain. Let me get her breakfast then we’ll talk.” Nate picked up a carton of milk out of the cooler and the coffee pot from the burner. “It’ll be okay, Anna. We’ll figure something out. I already have a plan.” A scheme that had more than one obstacle to overcome.
 
   Nate crossed to the table where his daughter sat. She took the carton of milk from his hand and opened it, sticking in a straw. “Can…Aunt Anna…take me to… the barn?”
 
   He leaned in, kissing her forehead, “I don’t think you’re going to be able to go today, baby.”
 
   The bright smile faded. She turned her full attention to the table and her milk.
 
   “When your breakfast is ready, I’m going to sit with you and explain.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey heard her name being called…by her cousin? She turned, shocked to see Rhonda standing in the doorway.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Hailey left the chair next to her father’s bed and went to Rhonda with open arms.
 
   “Jake called me first thing this morning and told me about Uncle Bill’s fall. I came here as soon as I got into town. I figured it’s where I’d find you.”
 
   Now she felt bad. It hadn’t even occurred to her to call any of the extended family.
 
   Rhonda stepped out of the hug and crossed to her father’s bedside, she took him in with a look reserved for a concerned parent.
 
   “This is all my fault,” Hailey said.
 
   Rhonda sat in the chair Hailey had just vacated. “I’m sure that’s not true.”
 
   “I didn’t believe everyone who told me he was sicker than I thought. Then I left him alone. That’s when he fell.”
 
   “Where could you possibly go late at night in this town? It’s not like you’re going to find a twenty-four hour deli.”
 
   “I went to see Nate Jenkins.”
 
   Rhonda focused her gaze, and twisted in the chair so she was facing Hailey. “I saw this coming the other night. Do you really think it’s wise to go messing with that fire?”
 
   “It’s not like that.” Though in a way it was. She detailed the events of the previous day. How she had blown up in the diner when she found out about Jake wanting to lease the house to Nate. How she later toured Pioneer and then went to apologize.
 
   “And that’s all you talked about? Your house?” Rhonda asked.
 
   “We talked about our past too,”
 
   “Honey, is a couple of dates really a past?” Her words rode a ragged exhale.
 
   Hailey wrung her hands as she walked to the opposite side of her father’s bed. “We’ve always had a lot of chemistry.”
 
   “Yeah…sometimes with chemistry you get big ol’ explosions too. Did your talk at least give you closure?”
 
   “It opened the possibility of a future.”
 
   “How’s that going to work when you live in New York?”
 
   “I’m thinking about moving back here to take care of Dad.”
 
   Rhonda searched her eyes. “Why?”
 
   Hailey knew she could see clear through to her soul. “Dad needs me, and I need to be here, like I wasn’t for Mom.”
 
   “Isn’t everyone going to get suspicious when you don’t have to go back to work?”
 
   “I told Jake the truth.”
 
   Rhonda’s breath hitched. When the shock settled in, she exhaled slowly, shaking her head. “I know it doesn’t feel like it right now, but you will get another job.”
 
   “I became a lawyer to help people. People like Mrs. Otero who deserved justice, even if it didn’t have a huge payout that lined the partners’ pockets.”
 
   “That law firm is a business. They have to turn a profit.” Rhonda’s defense had been the exact same words her boss had used when he ordered her to get rid of the wrongful death case.
 
   “Everyone deserves justice, even if they can’t afford the price tag. That’s the foundation of our legal system.”
 
   “Look, I’m not trying to be cold. Maybe that client did deserve your help, but—as someone who runs her own business—I also know the importance of the bottom line. You can’t continue to operate in the red.”
 
   “You think my partners would end up in the red if I took on one case like my clients?”
 
   “Just one? No. But where do you draw a line?”
 
   Hailey crossed her arms, and let Rhonda’s words sink in. She made a lot of sense, but that didn’t mean Hailey had been wrong to stand her ground. “You’re oversimplifying the situation.”
 
   “Am I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So, what are you going to do? Come back here and play house with Nate?”
 
   When Rhonda put it that way, it sounded like she was running away from real-life. Just like Nate had accused her of always doing. That wasn’t accurate, though. Or was it? “The last time I was really happy, was when I was with him.”
 
   “You were with Nate for one night, a long time ago.”
 
   “Now is the perfect opportunity to try and see if maybe there’s more there. We’re just going to see where it goes. No long term plans.”
 
   “Until you get a job offer.”
 
   She shrugged. “I feel like I’ve applied to every law firm in the state of New York and had every door slammed in my face.”
 
   “You know that’s an exaggeration.”
 
   She shrugged her shoulders and sat at her father’s bedside. She smoothed out the blanket that was covering him. “I’m still waiting to hear from a handful of places.”
 
   “And if one of them calls and wants you to start right away? What would you do?”
 
   “It would complicate things.” It surprised her that her first instinct, when pushed, was to go back to New York. Was that just because it was habit?
 
   “Would it? Really?”
 
   “Yes.” When forced to think about it, she knew the truth. “If I had a job waiting for me in New York, things wouldn’t be so cut and dried.”
 
   “Don’t play games with him. That’s not fair.”
 
   “I’m not. If I had a job offer, it wouldn’t change how I feel about it him. I’m just saying it would complicate things.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The bell above the door announced Hailey’s presence. Nate looked up just in time to see her unwrap the dark brown scarf, letting it fall to her shoulders.
 
   He was struck with how polished she looked: every hair in place, flawless makeup, and clothes that came from a designer rack instead of the local box store.
 
   Quite an accomplishment given he knew they were both operating on just a few hours of sleep.
 
   The leather computer bag that was slung over her shoulder completed the urban professional look. It didn’t matter that she’d grown up here. Time and distance had changed her. She looked more like an outsider than a local.
 
   When their eyes met, she smiled and approached.
 
   He met her half way. “I expected you’d take longer at the hospital.”
 
   She leaned in close to whisper low but still maintained a little distance. “I’m happy to see you too, sweetie.”
 
   Her use of a pet name melted his heart. He wanted to pull her in, kiss her cheek—at least—but didn’t. Not when the eyes of everyone in the restaurant were on the two of them. “Of course, I’m happy to see you. I only meant…”
 
   “Dad was still asleep. I talked to his doctor, and my cousin Rhonda came by to visit. I thought I’d let him sleep a little longer and take you up on your offer to make me breakfast.”
 
   “You just missed your brother. He said he was heading up to the hospital.”
 
   “Well then, if Dad wakes up he’ll have company while I eat.”
 
   “Why don’t you have a seat at the counter? I was just making the rounds with the coffee pot.”
 
   Her eyes flashed to the booth. “Is there a reason why I can’t sit with your sister and your daughter?”
 
   Was there? Yes, because he was about to shatter Lori’s heart into a million pieces. He touched Hailey’s arm, guiding her out of the center walkway. “I need to talk to Lori. I didn’t get a chance to mention it last night, but Anna lost her job at the farm. Lori isn’t going to be able to take part in the therapy program anymore.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I can’t afford it.” It was a simple truth, but the way Anna’s firing complicated everything weighed on him. Lori had needs and he wasn’t meeting them. Even if it was through no fault of his own, it still felt like failure.
 
   The way Hailey dressed, he doubted she could understand what it meant to have to count pennies.
 
   “She’s not going to take it well,” Nate said.
 
   She patted his shoulder. “It’s a daddy-daughter moment. I get it. Is it okay if I take a table though?” She patted the laptop bag hanging from her shoulder. “I’ve got some email to answer.”
 
   “Of course. I’ll be over to take your order in a few minutes.”
 
   “I know what I want.” Her focused gaze got the meaning behind her words across. Funny, he didn’t mind feeling like a big stack of hot, buttered pancakes, when she was the one eyeing him.
 
   “You do?”
 
   She laughed. “Yeah, I’ll take a house special, no rush.”
 
   Nate approached the large round table first, refilling the farmers’ association wives’ cups, making light, yet personal conversation with each one. His gaze kept flipping back to Hailey, who had made herself at home in the booth adjacent to his sister and daughter. He watched her set up her computer and hook up a personal Wi-Fi connection, Jake’s words from this morning nagging at him the whole time.
 
   The day before he’d seen the same old headstrong Hailey he’d always known. Last night, she’d been the woman he fantasized about, even eight years later. Today, even though she’d greeted him warmly, she seemed entirely out of reach—like back in high school.
 
   His waitress filled a coffee cup for Hailey, making polite conversation. To any other pair of eyes in the diner, it might look like Hailey had successfully crossed the bridge between now and then, fitting in as if she’d never left. So, why did Nate suddenly have his doubts?
 
   The voice that warned him she would leave sooner rather than later was growing impossible to ignore.
 
   After making the rounds to all the tables, he returned the carafe to the warming plate and picked up the two plates of pancakes from the ledge. “I’m going to need one more stack,” he called through the window. On his way back to the table where his sister and daughter sat, he let the head waitress know Hailey’s breakfast would be up soon. He then set the plates he carried in front of his family, slipping into the opposite side of the booth.
 
   After taking a large bite of pancakes, Lori dropped her fork and began signing to Nate, asking him why she couldn’t go ride.
 
   Anna reached over, grabbing her hands. “Lori, honey, you need to talk.”
 
   She swallowed hard and then sipped from the carton of milk. “But Daddy… says not when… my… mouth is full.”
 
   Nate couldn’t stop the chuckle, but the news he had to share quickly chased the light mood away. “You know your aunt had to go take care of a sick horse last night?”
 
   Lori nodded. “And you… made me… stay home.”
 
   Nate squeezed her hand tight. “The horse was very sick, and Anna had to pay attention to the doctor. They did everything they could, but the horse didn’t make it.”
 
   Lori’s eyes glossed over with tears. Her head snapped to Anna. “Sonny died?”
 
   Anna turned away, shielding her own sorrow. Slowly, she looked back to Lori. “It’s very sad, isn’t it? Everyone at the barn is very sad. My boss got mad at me about it.”
 
   “It’s not… your fault. Sonny… was… fine.”
 
   “But it’s my job to take care of them. Mrs. Crawford got very angry with me. She told me I couldn’t work at the barn anymore. That’s why you can’t ride today.”
 
   Lori pushed her plate away and folded her arms on the table. Burying her head, she collapsed into sobs.
 
   Anna leaned over her, hugging her. “I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t want this to happen.”
 
   Nate clenched his jaw. Anna wasn’t to blame for the horse’s colic and it wasn’t fair that his daughter had to suffer for something that wasn’t her fault either. “Lori, I know you’re upset. I want you to remember that you and your aunt are not to blame. Sometimes bad things just happen.”
 
   Neither looked up or acknowledged what he’d said. Feeling helpless, Nate tried to lift her spirits. “Give Daddy a little bit of time. I’m going to fix it so you can have your own horse to ride. I promise. I’m going to help Anna too. You’ll see.”
 
   Lori looked up and nodded pushing the tears off her cheeks. “I know… I’m not… worried. I’m sad… about… Sonny.”
 
   Anna rubbed her back. “It’s okay. We all are.”
 
   Feeling Hailey’s presence even before she spoke, Nate looked up to see her by their table.
 
   Her computer bag was back on her shoulder and her coat on. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” She turned her full attention to Anna. “Nate said last night that you worked for Betty Crawford?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If you’ll allow me to represent you I think I can get your job back.”
 
   Anna looked at her dumbfounded at first, then nodded emphatically. “Of course. Thank you.”
 
   Hailey turned to leave, but Nate grabbed her arm. “Wait!” He flipped his gaze to Anna. “Can you really afford a lawyer and a lawsuit?”
 
   “Don’t worry about cost,” Hailey said. “I’m not going to charge you.”
 
   Nate’s gaze shot back to her. “Are you sure?”
 
   “Yes. But I need Anna’s permission to pursue it.”
 
   Nate turned his attention to his sister. “Think about this? It might make things worse.”
 
   “She doesn’t have a job,” Hailey said. “How can I make the situation worse?”
 
   Anna was quiet for a moment while she considered what was being offered. “Yes. I want to do it. It wasn’t my fault, and Betty had no right to fire me.”
 
   Hailey’s whole face lit up with a smile that Nate recognized all too well. She was a dog with a bone, and it thrilled her. “All right then, let me get to work. I’ll call you after a while.”
 
   She briskly walked toward the door. Nate slid out of the booth and followed her, catching up to her on the sidewalk out front. He grabbed her arm, turning her back. “Why are you doing this?”
 
   “Your sister’s rights are being trampled on. They’re not going to get away with hurting her and Lori.”
 
   He stepped closer and stroked her arm. “I feel like it’s more than that.”
 
   She placed a hand against his chest. “I want to do this for you and your family because it broke my heart to hear your daughter crying. But really, fighting injustice is why I wanted to be a lawyer in the first place.”
 
   The wall that Nate hid his heart behind crumbled. This wasn’t a promise to stay from Hailey, and seeing her now in full battle mode, he wasn’t even one hundred percent sure he wanted to keep her from what she was meant to do. He did want to hold her—thank her—and not worry about what anyone in this town thought about it.
 
   Nate stepped closer and slid a finger under her chin. As he leaned in, she pushed up on her toes to meet his kiss. “Thank you for caring enough to try.”
 
   He escorted Hailey to her car, held the door for her, and kissed her cheek before she slid in. Only after she’d driven away, did he turn back to the diner.
 
   In the moment, it had been easy to show Hailey the affection burning inside him. Now that every eye in his restaurant watched him come back in and cross to the table with his family, he wondered if his heart had made him a fool.
 
   “Do you really think she can get me my job back?” Anna asked as he slid back into the booth.
 
   “I know she’ll do the best she can. Jake and Kelly both say she’s a top-notch lawyer.”
 
   “And she’s… your… friend.” Lori said.
 
   Nate nodded. “That’s right. Remember? I told you last night that I used to go to school with her.”
 
   Lori took another bite of her pancakes, chewing them thoroughly.
 
   “She used… to have… her own pony.” She said we can go visit it.
 
   “She told me earlier she’s going to call her uncle today.”
 
   Lori picked up her fork and took another big bite of pancakes. Nate could see the wheels spinning in her head. “Do you have a question for me?”
 
   She dropped her fork and signed. You kissed her. Does that means she’s your girlfriend?
 
   Nate took a deep breath, considering his next words carefully. This was just what he didn’t want to happen. It was one thing to take chances with his own heart but Lori’s didn’t deserve any more heartbreak. “She’s a good friend. I’m very happy that she’s trying to help your aunt get her job back. If she can do that, you’ll still be able to go ride horses.”
 
   I like that she’s going to do that, too, Lori signed.
 
   “But, she’s only in town for a little while. She doesn’t live around here anymore.”
 
   “Far away… like Gram… and Papa?”
 
   “Not quite that far, but yes. Like that.”
 
   “They visit… She can… visit… sometimes?”
 
   Nate rubbed the back of his neck. “Sure. She can visit.”
 
   A large smile brightened Lori’s face. She seemed proud to have figured out the dilemma. If only it was that easy.
 
   She put another large forkful of pancakes into her mouth and then dropped her fork so she could talk with her hands. She’s nice.
 
   After Lori had finished eating, Nate said. “Why don’t you run into the kitchen and say hi to Aunt Wanda? I know she’d like to see you.”
 
   Anna let her out of the booth and watched her scamper toward the kitchen. When she sat back down, she focused a serious stare in his direction. “I saw your sketch book on the table last night and flipped through your drawings.”
 
   With everything else that had happened, he’d forgotten all about the sketch of Hailey he’d started until his sister mentioned it. “Seeing her again has stirred up a lot of memories.”
 
   “Which ones? Because, I remember how devastated you were the last time she shattered your heart.”
 
   “We had a long talk last night. I have my eyes wide open this time around.”
 
   “It’s not your eyes I’m worried about, Nate. If you have any faults at all, it’s that you care too much. And it’s not that I dislike Hailey, either. It’s just like you were saying the other night, she’s moved on to a life of her own. Do you really see her moving back here?”
 
   “I’m trying not to think that far ahead. She’s going to stay in town six weeks to help Bill through rehab.”
 
   “Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt. You’ve been through more than your share of heartache.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey pulled up to the large barn and killed the engine. Having been freshly plowed, large banks of snow bordered the long, winding drive, but the small parking area was relatively clear. For that she was thankful.
 
   She twisted the review mirror toward her and checked her hair and makeup, despite the fact that she’d stopped by home to collect some research, change into more professional clothing—dress pants with a matching jacket over a silk blouse—and touch up her makeup. The reflection staring back was nearly glowing, almost unrecognizable. A purpose shined in her eyes reminding her of a roaring fire. Unlike the woman who had spent the last six weeks bemoaning the loss of her job—sinking deeper into a depression—Hailey was ready to do battle.
 
   Deciding to leave her purse and computer in the car, she locked it before shoving the keys into her pockets and heading for the barn’s main entrance.
 
   A few horses had been out in one of the front pastures. Because of the placement of the barn and a snow fence on the west side of the property, there were only a couple inches of fluffy snow in the paddock. The horses seemed to enjoy playing in it.
 
   Once inside, she noticed a good number of the animals were still in stalls.
 
   The facility was new, and larger than Hailey had imagined it would be. Over the years, her siblings had talked about the Sunnydale Farms venture. She remembered Mrs. Crawford from her 4-H days. The woman had always been enthusiastic about teaching kids about horses and riding. It didn’t surprise Hailey that her former instructor had opened the facility to help kids in need.
 
   That was about the limit of her knowledge of hippotherapy until she’d studied up on the basic facts.
 
   In the arena, Mrs. Crawford’s son Ben kept hold of the lead line on a small horse. He led the animal in a wide circle, directing the rider on its back to stretch forward and touch its ears.
 
   Once that task was completed, Ben directed his student to find his seat again, then twist back to touch a spot near the tail. It was only after Hailey watched for several moments, that she noticed a wheel chair sitting on a platform and the limited mobility in the rider’s legs.
 
   “Hailey Lambert? I thought that was you.” A familiar voice called out from behind her.
 
   Hailey turned and saw Mrs. Crawford approaching. The woman wore barn appropriate clothing—jeans and a large blue sweatshirt. She looked as Hailey remembered, just a little older around the eyes with hair that was only a touch grayer. “I wish I could say it was a social call.”
 
   The light in Mrs. Crawford’s eyes dimmed. “It’s not?”
 
   Hailey swallowed hard. Looking into a familiar face made this task more difficult than she’d thought it would be. “I wanted to talk about what happened last night. With the horse?”
 
   Mrs. Crawford took a step back, pushing a hand into her front jean’s pocket. “The Albrecht’s called you?”
 
   “Anna Jenkins. The horse wasn’t yours?”
 
   “No.” Mrs. Crawford started walking up the barn aisle, motioning for Hailey to follow. “A few of the horses are mine and then there are a few—like Sonny—that I lease. He was a good horse for the Albrecht’s when the kids were coming up through 4-H, but they’re grown now. He wasn’t being ridden much. I have a need for sound, well-mannered horses. The ones that are bombproof are hard to come by but are just what I need for the kids’ therapy sessions.”
 
   “I think what you’re doing here is amazing. It’s so wonderful to hear how it helps the kids.”
 
   “Not only kids, I have some adult riders who are benefiting too. The equestrian disciplines and contact with the animals have proven to help with both physical and emotional issues.”
 
   “Like with Lori Jenkins?”
 
   Mrs. Crawford smiled wide. “Isn’t she the most brilliant ray of sunshine you’ve ever seen? She’s such a star in the program. Not only has her condition improved—she was barely speaking at all when Anna started bringing her out—but she’s begun reaching out to help other kids in the barn.” Mrs. Crawford’s smile faded. She wiped her hand across her forehead. “I’m going to really miss her around here.”
 
   “Does it have to be this way?”
 
   “What am I supposed to do? A healthy horse that didn’t belong to me is dead.”
 
   “What happened is tragic but not necessarily uncommon. I’m not sure you can pinpoint it as being Anna’s fault.”
 
   Crawford leaned back against a stall door. “As stable manager, she was ultimately responsible for every horse on this property.”
 
   “Some horses just colic, though. Neglect isn’t always a cause.”
 
   “You’re absolutely right, but you tell that to the Albrechts. First, we were dealing with a perfectly healthy horse, who has never had more than a mild case of colic before. Then, the vet suggested he was fed while still hot. I know Anna would never be reckless like that, but what if the Albrechts don’t see it that way?”
 
   “So you fired Anna to take the heat off yourself? You didn’t even wait to see if they were angry?”
 
   Mrs. Crawford folded her arms across her chest and leaned further back into the door. “Are you just curious, or working as Anna’s lawyer?”
 
   Even though she was only trying to get to the heart of the problem so she could propose a resolution that was best for all parties, Hailey had to be completely upfront. “I have been hired by Anna Jenkins. I don’t think anyone wants to see this get messy. I was hoping we could work something out before it all gets out of hand.”
 
   “That’s what I did. To preserve my program, I let Anna go.”
 
   “On what cause?”
 
   “Cause? This is a farm. I bring people in and let people go because it’s the right decision in the moment.”
 
   “You can’t do that. You can’t fire her without a justifiable reason. I’ll argue the colic wasn’t her fault. You’ll have a hard time proving it was.”
 
   Hailey could easily read Mrs. Crawford’s body language as it went from defensive to outright angry. “Let me get this straight, Anna is going to sue me if I don’t give her back her job?”
 
   “We don’t want it to come to that.”
 
   “But you’ll do it if I don’t cave? I can’t afford to fight. It will bankrupt me. Why don’t you go explain to Geoff and every other child in my program why you’re taking their horses away?”
 
   Hailey leaned back against the stall door and looked down toward the arena. She didn’t want the farm—or the therapy program—dismantled. “That serves no one. Anna doesn’t want that. Neither do I. But, she doesn’t have many options. She likes working with the horses and the kids. From what I understand she’s really good at it.”
 
   “She’s very talented, wonderful with both the kids and the horses. I hate to lose her, but I’m afraid if I don’t do something, the Albrechts will sue me for the value of Sonny. Either way, I can’t win for losing, and the children are going to be the ones to pay.”
 
   “If I can talk to the Albrechts—get them to agree not to sue and say it’s okay for Anna to continue working here—will you rehire her?”
 
   Mrs. Crawford looked at her in silence for a long moment before slowly nodding. “If the Albrechts are fine with her continuing to work here and promise not to hold us liable, I’d be more than happy to have Anna back. Honestly, I wasn’t sure how I was going to fill that hole anyway. However, if they do want Anna held responsible, will you convince her to drop the case?”
 
   “Everything you’ve said is completely reasonable, but I have to take all of this back to Anna and discuss it with her before I can give a final stamp on any deal.”
 
   It was a better start than Hailey could have hoped for though, because half the battle was won. All that was left was to convince the Albrechts that Anna wasn’t at fault for the loss of the horse. Then, everything could go back to the way it was.
 
   “What about Lori? Can she continue with sessions at no cost as part of Anna’s employment?”
 
   “Of course, if you get the Albrechts to agree.”
 
   ****
 
   Sitting at the large oak table in the Albrechts’ dining room, Hailey felt like she was intruding, even though she’d been greeted with a warm hug and then been regaled with one of Mrs. Albrecht’s stories from the “good ol’ 4-H days,” as she had called them. The woman then insisted on putting on a pot of tea and scampered off telling Hailey to make herself comfortable.
 
   Hailey didn’t even have a chance to explain why she’d come by.
 
   Mrs. Albrecht returned, carrying a tray with a pot of tea and two cups. She filled them both before sitting down herself. “How’s your father doing? I was so sad to hear about his fall. That dear man has been through so much this year.”
 
   “He’s doing better, but that’s not why I’m here.”
 
   Mrs. Albrecht adjusted herself in the chair, folding her hands on her lap and smiling at Hailey, waiting for her to continue.
 
   She quickly practiced the words in her head before speaking. “It was very tragic what happened at Sunnydale Farms. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   The bright smile faded from the woman’s face and she let out a labored exhale before dabbing at the corner of her eyes with her napkin. “We grow up on farms. We’re raised to know that death is a part of life, but it doesn’t make it any easier now.”
 
   “No, it doesn’t.”
 
   “You know, I was invited out to Sunnydale just a few weeks ago, for the kids’ Christmas party. They had a riding demonstration to show us what they’re doing. Sonny looked so proud to be carrying that Jenkin’s girl on his back.”
 
   “Lori?”
 
   “Yes, that’s her name.”
 
   “It’s very sad that she isn’t going to be able to continue in the program.”
 
   “Why is that? Is there not another horse for her to use?”
 
   “No. Mrs. Crawford let Anna go because of what happened to your horse. Nate can’t really afford to pay for the therapy riding. It was a benefit of Anna’s employment.”
 
   “Anna Jenkins is wonderful with those children and the animals. Why would Betty fire her?”
 
   “She believed you would want someone held accountable.”
 
   “Oh dear. I know I was a blithering idiot when she called last night with the news, but I don’t think I blamed Betty or Anna. These things happen. Of course, I probably didn’t say that last night. You have to understand, I was in such a state of shock.”
 
   “I can sympathize. You’ve owned Sonny for a long time, as long as I can remember.”
 
   “He was such a good boy, such a gentle soul, especially with the kids.”
 
   “I know Lori loved him very much, too.”
 
   The grief on Mrs. Albrecht’s face morphed to concern, and she picked up the napkin from her lap, twisting it in her hand. “None of this is right. That child must continue riding.”
 
   “When I went out to talk to Mrs. Crawford this morning, she said that Anna could only have her job back if it was okay with you.”
 
   “Okay? I insist upon it. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Will you take that message to Betty and Anna for me?”
 
   “Certainly. Thank you so much.”
 
   A wave of relief washed over Hailey. It had been much easier than she thought to straighten everything out, but—with the benefit of hindsight—she realized she should have expected this.
 
   All parties were reasonable, but tragic situations had a way of causing people to throw logic out the window. People reacted in fear. Walls were built.
 
   Like the ones Nate had erected between himself and her.
 
   Not everything could be fixed by simply talking it out, but keeping things bottled up only made it worse.
 
   Hailey hoped that by doing the work, and bridging the gaps between the involved parties, she’d shown Nate that she was committed to sticking around and seeing what the future held.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   When Hailey had called the diner and asked Nate to bring up a dinner special for her father, he had hopes it would be the first step to an evening together, and was disappointed that Hailey had asked him to bring Anna and Lori along.
 
   It seemed a little soon for her to have a progress report on her fight to get Anna’s job back, but it was the only reason he could think of that she’d ask him to bring the family in tow.
 
   He took two steps ahead, pushing open the large doors between wings, holding it for his sister and daughter, before following them to the room number Hailey had told him on the phone.
 
   As they entered, Hailey looked up from her laptop. The smile she gave him said that she was as anxious to be in his arms as he was to hold her.
 
   That little piece of his heart that was still struggling to keep things light and easy with her forced his gaze toward Bill.
 
   “Hailey said you couldn’t eat what they try to pass off as food here.” Nate set the bag on the table and unpacked the Styrofoam container containing beef stew over biscuits.
 
   Bill inhaled the aromas. “This is more like it.”
 
   Anna shifted her weight and crossed her arms. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but do you have any news for me?”
 
   Hailey turned toward Nate’s sister with a huge smile. “Mrs. Crawford wanted me to deliver this message, ‘don’t be late tomorrow.’”
 
   Anna’s jaw dropped. “Really? You got me my job back?”
 
   A pressure lifted from Nate’s chest. He still thought helping his sister get her own program off the ground was a good idea, but now they had time to build a plan without worrying about her making enough money to live.
 
   Lori’s face lit up. Tugging on Anna’s pant leg, Lori began signing as fast as she could move her hands, as soon as Anna looked in her direction.
 
   Nate leaned over Lori grabbing each of her wrists. “Baby, it might be best to let your aunt work for a day or two before we assume everything is back to normal.”
 
   Hailey bit her lower lip, looking as though she wasn’t sure she should speak up, but then decided to anyway. “I asked Mrs. Crawford about Lori’s riding. She says it’s okay. But, I also talked to my uncle, and he said we can go see my old pony tomorrow.”
 
   Nate could see a longing in Hailey’s eyes but felt his stomach churn. He didn’t want to disappoint Lori, but he also wasn’t sure that Lori and Hailey spending a lot of time together was a good idea. He looked down into his daughter’s pleading face.
 
   “Do you want to go ride at the barn with your Aunt or go see Hailey’s horse?”
 
   Lori stuck her lip out. I want to do both.
 
   He turned to Hailey. “When did you want to go to your uncle’s?”
 
   “We left it open, but I thought late afternoon. That way I could spend the early part of the day up here with Dad. Kelly can come by and sit with Dad after her husband gets home from work.”
 
   Nate turned back to Lori. “If it’s okay with Anna, you can go with her in the morning and I’ll come pick you up after lunch so we can go with Hailey before dinner.”
 
   Lori flipped her gaze to Anna, who laughed at the young girl’s hopeful expression. “It’s fine.” Anna then spoke to Hailey. “I can’t thank you enough. Are you sure I can’t pay you?”
 
   “I’m absolutely positive. I didn’t do all that much. Betty didn’t really want to fire you, but she was afraid that the Albrechts would want someone held responsible.”
 
   Over the next several minutes, Hailey told the whole story of her mediation between all the parties involved, impressing Nate.
 
   When she’d first mentioned representing Anna, he’d been afraid that interjecting a lawyer into the situation would raise the tensions, but in the matter of a day, Hailey had turned around what seemed like a hopeless situation.
 
   She’d found a peaceful resolution that satisfied everyone.
 
   Jake was right. Hailey was good at what she did, and she would most likely return to it sooner rather than later.
 
   How could he let her stay with him, knowing that she’d be wasting her talent?
 
   Anna closed the distance, hugging Hailey’s neck. “Thank you so much. It might be nothing to you, but the job means the world to me.”
 
   “I can’t even tell you how happy I was to be able to help.”
 
   Nate squeezed Lori’s shoulders. “Don’t you have something to say to Hailey? She’s the one who worked everything out.”
 
   Lori took a couple hesitant steps at first, then closed the distance between her and the chair Hailey still sat in. “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re very welcome.” Hailey looked up to Nate. “There’s some other things I want to talk to you about. Can I come by your house in a couple of hours?”
 
   “Sure. Let me go back by the diner and give closing instructions to the staff. Do you want to say eight o’clock or so?”
 
   Hailey nodded and smiled at him. “That’s perfect.”
 
   Nate hesitated a moment. His gaze darted between Hailey and Lori. It seemed so silly to hold on to the resolve to keep his morphing feelings about Hailey quiet around his daughter, especially after his display of affection earlier in the diner. Besides, he couldn’t bring himself to leave until he said goodbye in the way that he wanted. Nate leaned over her chair and left a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you after a while.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Standing under Nate’s porch light, Hailey felt her confidence begin to waiver. Leaving everything she’d acquired in New York to come home felt like the right decision, especially when it came to the business choices. But, the piece of the puzzle that was Nate still felt a little disjointed.
 
   There was no denying the chemistry between them, but she knew he was holding back, trying to figure out if she was someone he could trust.
 
   To be honest, she was holding back too. She hadn’t told him about her employment situation.
 
   It was time to put all the cards on the table. Maybe if he knew there was nothing waiting for her in the city, he’d trust that she wasn’t going to leave on a whim.
 
   He opened the door and greeted her with a warm smile. After helping her out of her coat and hanging it on the coat tree, he wrapped an arm around her shoulder.
 
   Wordlessly.
 
   She let her body collapse into his. He tightened his clutch, holding her up as they walked into the living room.
 
   He had the tree lights on and a fire in the fireplace in the otherwise dimly lit room. It was peaceful and felt like home.
 
   Like her apartment never felt.
 
   “Why would you ever want to move out of this house?” The words slipped from her mouth without a thought as she dropped down to the couch.
 
   He picked up the bottle of wine that was sitting on the coffee table and began working on the corkscrew. “It’s not my house.” He didn’t take his eyes from the wine bottle.
 
   She felt like she’d touched a nerve. “I only meant that this is quiet. Where are Anna and Lori?”
 
   “They went to see that Christmas movie at the theater in Bad Axe.” He handed her a glass of wine and she eased back into the couch, taking a sip. “I figured you could use a little time to just relax. It’s been a stressful couple of days for you.”
 
   Days? No, she’d been under pressure for weeks. “I need to talk to you about that. There’s something I want to come clean about.”
 
   Nate’s whole posture changed. Having filled a wine glass for himself, she’d expected him to settle in next to her, but instead, he leaned toward the corner, putting some distance between them.
 
   He probably expected her to say she was leaving.
 
   “There’s a reason I felt so passionate about Anna’s situation. I’ve been living through it. I lost my job in November.”
 
   He tipped his chin, looking at her curiously. After an uncomfortable silence he said, “I’m sorry. What happened?”
 
   She waved her hands in front of her face. “I’ll tell you all of the details later, but let me say what I need to first. By helping your sister today, I remembered why I wanted to go into law. Maybe it sounds childish and idealistic, but I really wanted to help people who have been wronged.”
 
   “That doesn’t sound childish. It sounds like you.”
 
   “For a long while now I’ve felt like I made this huge mistake. I was disillusioned by law, thought it all boiled down to money. When I finally took on a case that I felt passionate about, my bosses told me if I didn’t settle it or drop it, I would lose my job.”
 
   “And you didn’t back down.”
 
   She laid her head on the back cushion and turned so she was looking at him. “This whole year has been about loss for me—my mom, my job, and now my dad. I didn’t want to see it at first. Didn’t want to accept that his mind was failing. It was the final straw to my own sanity.”
 
   He inched closer reaching his arm around her shoulder. “I’m sorry. I really am. But, I know one thing. You’re far too talented to be out of work long. You fixed everything for Anna in just a few hours, and did so in a way that made everyone happy.”
 
   “I need a new start. Or maybe it’s an old start, I don’t know. I’m moving home permanently. I already talked to the owner of that empty building on Main. I’m going to rent it and start a law practice here.”
 
   She didn’t know what she expected Nate’s reaction to be but the confusion that clouded his eyes wasn’t it. He pulled up, twisted his body on the cushion. “That’s huge! I don’t know if you should make that big of a decision when you’re so upset about your dad.”
 
   “For the first time in months, I know that I’m making the right choices. I only wish I’d had the courage to make them while my mother was still alive.”
 
   He grazed her shoulder with his fingertips. “But the type of work you’ll get, and the amount of it, it’s going to be drastically different.”
 
   She crossed her arms in front of her chest and pulled her knees up, resting her heels on the couch cushion. “I feel like you don’t want me to move back here.”
 
   His fingers traced down her jawline. “Are you kidding? It would be amazing to really have you close, but it won’t work if you aren’t true to yourself. I’m not so sure this is where you belong. You might feel safe here, but is that the kind of person you are? Or are you the person who kicks in doors and shakes things up?”
 
   She moved closer to him and he guided her to straddle his lap. She leaned in kissing his lips softly. “I’m tired of running away. I want to come home. To you. Am I too late to try?”
 
   He gripped her hips, pulled her closer. “No. You’re not.”
 
   She rested her forehead on his, “And I want you to know that until we sort this all out between us, you can keep a horse for Lori at the house. I don’t want you to have to put that dream of hers on hold. The only thing I want to do first is check out the barn roof. My dad said it needs some repairs.”
 
   His hands encased his cheeks. “We don’t have to worry about any of that right now. I want to give this some time, see where it goes.”
 
   She pulled back. “You still don’t trust me.”
 
   “It’s been a long time, eight years. There’s no way to tell yet if there’s enough here to build a long term relationship.”
 
   “I get that, but didn’t you hear me? I’m not going anywhere.”
 
   “I can’t get Lori’s hopes up on anything I’m not sure about. I think getting her a horse and keeping it at your house would give her a sense that you’re going to be a part of her life for a long time—”
 
   “And you just don’t think that will happen?”
 
   “I don’t know. Neither do you.”
 
   Hailey slid off Nate’s lap, so that she was standing in front of him. “I don’t want us to expect this to fail. I don’t like being someone you can’t trust.”
 
   “It’s not about that. If it was just about me, I could jump in with blind hope, but it’s not. Lori’s welfare will always be a top priority. You need to know that going in.”
 
   “I do. And I wouldn’t change that about you for anything. You’re a wonderful father.”
 
   Nate stood, closed the distance between them, and took her hands in his. “There’s no reason to rush this, especially if you’re moving here. I don’t want Lori unnecessarily hurt, but that’s not about trusting you. It’s about not knowing how we fit anymore.”
 
   She pressed her hips tight to his. “I think in time, we’ll fit together pretty well.”
 
   He slid a finger under her chin. “How much time?”
 
   Hailey pushed up on her tiptoes and nipped at his chin. “After last night, I decided to let you set the pace.”
 
   Nate leaned over her, sliding his mouth against her neck, then tickling her ear with his tongue. “I’ve been thinking about what you said last night about letting go and seeing where it takes us.”
 
   “Are you sure?” She captured his lips with her own, savored the taste of the wine still lingering on his lips.
 
   “No, I’m not. But I think it’s worth the risk.” He kissed her again, this time tugging at the buttons of her blouse, pulling two of them open. “How about you? You said you want to see where this takes us. Ready to let go and jump?”
 
   “I’m more than ready.” She let her hands slide down the front of her blouse, pulling the fabric that was unbuttoned back together. “But you’re not. You need to trust me first, and I can wait until you figure that out.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate pulled the truck up the long driveway, surprised not to see Hailey’s car sitting near the house. He’d talked to her twice today and both times she’d confirmed she would meet him here at three p.m.
 
   He swallowed the nervousness, and put the car into park. It was just three now. Any number of things could be holding her up.
 
   Lori undid her seatbelt and knelt up on the seat. She leaned across Nate’s lap and pointed toward the barn and the fenced in paddock. “Why not… k-k-keep horses… here?”
 
   “Hailey told you the other night she doesn’t ride anymore. Do you want to go see the barn?”
 
   She quickly nodded, her hair falling into her eyes.
 
   Before his door was even open, Lori had both feet on the ground and was running through snow toward the large building. Nate caught up and helped her push open the door, allowing Lori to run ahead of him. As Lori peeked inside an empty stall, he walked the length of the aisle, studying the line of the roof, trying to find the spot that Hailey mentioned needed to be fixed.
 
   When he hit the gate, and turned back, he noticed the spot over the hayloft. Four boards were sagging in.
 
   He grabbed a hold of one of the ladder rungs and hoisted himself up, climbing into the loft to take a closer look. The few sagging boards were beginning to rot, but the joist beneath them still seemed solid. He suspected a loose shingle or two and counted himself—and the Lamberts—lucky it wouldn’t take much to fix it.
 
   Hailey’s voice sounded down the barn aisle. “I’m sorry I’m running late. The doctor came in to check on Dad just as I was getting ready to leave.”
 
   Nate came down the ladder and looked toward the door. Lori came from the empty stall and ran toward Hailey. “It’s okay. We haven’t been waiting long. I found the spot in the roof your dad is worried about. It won’t take much to fix it. I can do it this week.”
 
   “Wonderful. He’ll be so relieved to hear that. I just want to change my clothes and we can leave. It’ll only take a few minutes. Do you want to come in the house?
 
   “That’s okay,” Nate answered. “We’ll wait out here.” He checked his watch as he and Lori headed back to the truck. Her uncle’s house wasn’t that far away, but they were burning daylight. In another hour it would be dark.
 
   Just as he got Lori fastened back into the truck and the engine flipped over, Hailey opened the passenger door and slid in next to Lori. He’d expected her to change out of her business wear into more barn appropriate clothing, but the only thing she’d exchanged was her dress shoes for a pair of snow boots and the suede coat for an old denim one that looked big enough to be her brother’s. She dropped a canvas bag to the floorboard.
 
   “Do you know where we’re going?” She asked as she snapped the seat belt into place.
 
   “Down one mile to Sturm and then south about a mile and a half?”
 
   “You got it.”
 
   He hadn’t even reached the end of the driveway before Lori was craning her neck trying to see what Hailey had in the bag. Finally, her curiosity got the better of her. “What do…you have…there?”
 
   “Lori!” Nate chastised.
 
   “It’s okay.” Hailey picked up the bag from the floor and opened it, letting Lori look inside.
 
   “C-c-carrots!”
 
   “As I recall, Polly could never get enough of them.”
 
   Lori and Hailey fell into an easy conversation—well as easy as Lori could. What surprised Nate was that Lori didn’t retreat to sign language or try to hide behind him.
 
   When Anna had told him she talked at the barn, he didn’t imagine it was like this. She still stammered, but she didn’t let it stifle her train of thought.
 
   When they pulled into her uncle’s drive, Nate noticed the house lit up, but the barn looked quiet.
 
   “My uncle said he’d bring the horses in and give them their grain, but I told him we’d give them their hay. Would you like to help me?”
 
   “Yes!” Lori said. “I help…Aunt Anna…I know…how t-t-to do it.”
 
   “You can just pull up to the barn,” She directed to Nate.
 
   As soon as he put the truck into park, Hailey opened the door and Lori followed her out. They were inside the barn, before Nate was even out of the vehicle. He hung back and watched the two of them feed the pony carrots.
 
   “They look hungry,” Hailey said and climbed the ladder into the hayloft. She threw a bale over the side.
 
   “H-h-how much…H-h-hailey?” Lori called out.
 
   “Polly and the paint pony get three flakes each and that big bay gets four.”
 
   Lori began breaking up the bale, and Nate joined her. He carried the flakes as she separated them. They had given both ponies their hay by the time Hailey was down from the loft. She picked up two flakes, while Lori and Nate grabbed one each and they tossed them into the stall with the bay mare.
 
   “How does their water look?” Hailey asked.
 
   “G-g-good.” Lori answered.
 
   “Great.” Hailey answered. “I’m really impressed. You know a lot about horses. Anna and Mrs. Crawford must be really good teachers.”
 
   “They are,” Lori said.
 
   Nate picked Lori up and rested her on his hip so that she could watch the pony over the stall door. With a little encouragement, Hailey was able to get Lori to explain to Nate what face marking—a blaze—Polly had. Lori also chattered to Hailey about how she helped some of the other kids groom horses before they rode.
 
   “Would you like to brush Polly?” Hailey asked.
 
   Lori nodded. “Do you…have b-b-brushes?”
 
   “My uncle must have them here somewhere. Let’s go look.”
 
   Hailey led Lori down the barn aisle and into a small tack room. On the shelf, they found a box with an assortment of grooming tools. Hailey picked up a soft brush, handing it to Lori. “How about this one?”
 
   “T-t-this is a…good choice,” Lori said.
 
   Lori led Hailey and Nate back to the stall. Hailey put the pony’s harness and lead line on, before bringing it out of the stall. She handed the cord to Nate, who looked a bit dumbfounded.
 
   “It’s okay,” Hailey said. “She’s not going to do anything. Just stand there and hold it.”
 
   He did as he was told and watched as the other two treated the pony to a thorough brushing. Afterward, they returned the pony to the stall and the brush to the tack room before turning off the lights and heading back toward the truck. As Hailey pulled the big door shut all on her own, Nate couldn’t help but notice, the side of her he thought had faded away was still there. She didn’t shy from the climbing in the loft or feeding the animals. She’d helped Lori brush the pony and his daughter had experienced a wonderful evening that she wouldn’t soon forget.
 
   “Daddy…I want my…own horse.” Lori said after they had pulled away from the farm and turned out onto the dark, country road.
 
   Nate exhaled a deep breath. “I’m working on it, sweetheart.”
 
   Lori yawned as she curled up against him. He wrapped an arm around his daughter’s shoulder. “We have to get a house with enough land for it to graze and a barn for shelter,” he continued to speak aloud.
 
   “I’m hungry.” Lori switched gears, as if his talking about feeding the horse had reminded her of her own empty belly.
 
   Nate squeezed her shoulder. “I could eat too.” He flickered his gaze from the road to Hailey and back. “Would you like come back to my place for dinner. Lori and I can cook. Huh?”
 
   Lori nodded.
 
   “I’d like that, but,” Hailey paused. He could tell something was heavy on her mind, but before he could ask her what it was, she continued. “We should stop by my place and pick up my car, then you won’t have to worry about bringing me home later.”
 
   ****
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want me to help clean up?” Hailey asked as Nate picked up the last of the dinner plates.
 
   “I’m sure. Lori and I got this under control.”
 
   Lori nodded big. After tugging on Nate’s pants to get his attention, she signed to him.
 
   He paused and answered her in the same way and the child pushed one of the chairs from the table to the refrigerator. Stepping up on it, she opened the freezer and came back with a carton of ice cream.
 
   “What about…Aunt Anna?” Lori asked.
 
   Anna had come home when they were half way through dinner. She’d hastily made a plate and excused herself. Fleeing to her bedroom, Hailey imagined. She felt a little guilty that the woman felt the need to hide out in her own house, and was glad Lori had remembered her.
 
   “Why don’t you see if she’ll join us for dessert?” Hailey asked Nate.
 
   “I’ll…do it.” Lori said, running from the room.
 
   When they were alone, Hailey laughed. “I get tired watching her. She’s such a ball of energy!”
 
   Nate’s smile lit up his whole face. He brought a white box that had the diner logo on the top from the counter and set it on the table. When he lifted the lid, the smell of apples hit her senses even before he pulled out the pie. “She had a great time tonight. I appreciate you doing that for her.”
 
   “I enjoyed it too.”
 
   He began cutting the pie, and placing the pieces on small dessert plates. “Is Dutch apple still your favorite?”
 
   “How do you know that? I don’t remember ever telling you.”
 
   He only dished three plates, before pushing the pie to the center of the table and adding a small scoop of the vanilla ice cream to each plate. “I remember everything about that date. The green tank top you wore with white jeans. You had your hair pulled back into a high ponytail with a ribbon that matched your shirt. I remember the way your flip-flops echoed in the empty diner as you walked across the tile floor.”
 
   Hailey’s heart melted and she closed her eyes to the emotions bubbling up. “I had so much fun with you. Always did. Even when all of us kids just hung out together.”
 
   Lori came running back into the kitchen. She climbed up into the chair and pulled the unclaimed plate toward her. “She says…she’s n-not…hungry.”
 
   Hailey took a bite of the pie. She closed her eyes and moaned. “This is so good. Do you do all the baking for the diner?”
 
   Nate laughed as if she’d told a joke. “None at all. My Aunt Wanda makes the desserts and the soups. I could do the soups, but she enjoys it. It gives her a little spending money.”
 
   “Well, this is really good.”
 
   After holding her gaze for a moment more, Nate turned his attention to Lori, trying to include her in the discussion. “Everyone likes Aunt Wanda’s pies, huh?”
 
   Lori looked up and nodded. She dropped her spoon and signed to Nate. Her hands moved so fast, but Nate seemed to take every bit of it in.
 
   As he spoke to Hailey, Nate signed and answer to Lori. “How was your dad doing today?”
 
   Her gaze flickered between the two of them. Couldn’t he see how exclusionary he was being? Hailey knew it was easier for Lori to communicate with the sign language and she didn’t believe they were purposely keeping her out of the conversation, but it still hurt.
 
   She tried to push the sting away and answered Nate’s question. “Still in pain, of course. He doesn’t like the therapy they started today.”
 
   Nate turned all of his focus to Hailey. “I’m sure that’s more about the pain than anything else.”
 
   “I still feel very guilty over the whole thing. If I’d been home—”
 
   “It might not have changed a single thing.”
 
   After Lori swallowed the last bite, she picked up her plate and silverware and took it to the sink, adding it to the pile of dinner dishes.
 
   Nate looked at his watch and then twisted in the chair toward her. “It’s getting late tonight. You can get a bath in the morning. Brush your teeth and get your pajamas on. I’ll be there to tuck you in as soon as I’m done with the dishes.”
 
   She nodded to her dad and then stopped at Hailey’s chair. “Thank you…for letting me…feed and b-b-brush your horse.”
 
   “You’re welcome.” Lori’s footfalls could be heard as the girl headed to the bathroom, still at top speed. “Do those batteries ever give out?”
 
   “Yep, usually about ninety seconds after her head hits the pillow.”
 
   Nate began running dishwater in the sink. Hailey stood and crossed to him, taking the dishcloth from his hand. “You cooked a wonderful meal. Let me do this while you put Lori to bed.”
 
   He hesitated. “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m positive.”
 
   As she did the dishes, Hailey tried to push away the feeling of exclusion that had come from Nate and Lori using the sign language. She reminded herself it had been a lovely evening with plenty of laughs. Nate had invited her to come to dinner and included her in all the activities.
 
   And there was an easy way to fix this problem. All she had to do was commit to learning some sign language, at least a few basic words.
 
   After putting the last dish away, she emptied the sinks and then headed into the family room, making herself comfortable on the couch.
 
   A few minutes later, Nate joined her. Sliding up tight, he draped an arm over her shoulder and encouraged her to lay her head on his chest.
 
   She slid her fingers up and down his denim-covered thigh. “Is she sleeping?”
 
   Leaning in, he kissed her forehead. “Sure is. It took a little longer than normal tonight. She couldn’t stop talking about going to your uncle’s house.”
 
   “I’m glad she had fun.” The conversation fell silent, and she held their entwined hands up. Encouraged by his touch, she brought up the subject that had been heavy on her mind through dessert. “I’d like to learn sign language. Can you maybe teach me, or recommend a good book?”
 
   Nate twisted to look at her. She could see in his face he hadn’t expected her to say that. “She can hear.”
 
   “I know that, but the two of you use it a lot. I feel like maybe it’d be easier for her to talk to me if I knew it too.”
 
   Nate scratched his chin for a moment. “I’m so touched by this. I don’t know what to say. You’re the first person outside of our immediate family who has wanted to learn.” He paused again, took a deep breath and let out an exhale. “Of course I’ll teach you, but Anna and her speech therapist have both been telling me to cut back on it. Anna says I use it to keep Lori close to me and separated from others. I did that with you tonight. Didn’t I?”
 
   “I know you didn’t mean it,” she responded quickly.
 
   He lifted her chin so he could look in her eyes. “But, I hurt your feelings. I see that now. I’m sorry. I don’t want to put barriers between you and her. It can’t be like that.”
 
   “I agree. That’s why I want to learn.”
 
   “We can do that. And I do have a couple of really great books I’ll loan you.”
 
   After another pause, Nate pushed his shoulders against the back of the couch and stretched out his legs in front of him as he shoved his hand into the front pocket of his jeans. “I wanted to show you something.” His fingers tightly wrapped around whatever he’d pulled from his pocket, but he hid it from her view. “Remember the other night when I said that you meant something to me, even back then?”
 
   She’d never once doubted it. That intensity and need in his eyes back then had been part of what scared her. “Yes.”
 
   He set his fist on the thigh she’d been caressing and slowly opened his hand, showing a small hourglass style sand timer. “I made this my first semester at CMU. In my art class. I blew the glass. The sand is from the beach. Our beach.”
 
   She picked up the timer, inspecting it closer. The glass was delicate and detailed. She had to wonder how he’d kept it all this time without it breaking. “You were always so talented.”
 
   He took the timer back from her and flipped it over in his fingers, so the sand could run from the top to the bottom. “One minute. To represent that one beautiful moment that I held you close to me.”
 
   It was such a sentimental thought Hailey felt tears spring to her eyes. She’d been so reckless with his heart. No wonder he found it hard to let her completely in. “You really went to the beach and collected some sand?”
 
   “From the spot where I had the truck parked.” He set the delicate piece of glasswork back in her hand. “I’ve been holding on to that slice of time for a while. Now I want you to have it. To hold it.”
 
   She slid her fingers over the delicate ridges he’d constructed in the glass, admiring the details of his art. “It meant something to me too, you know.”
 
   “That’s what made it so special.”
 
   “Leaving wasn’t easy.” She stopped herself. That wasn’t exactly true. It had torn her apart, but she did it because it was easier than staying.
 
   “You weren’t ready. As much as it hurt, I wasn’t either. I know that now. If we would have changed all our plans, we would have ended up resenting each other.”
 
   “Those dreams didn’t make me happy. Had I stayed, I think you might have.”
 
   He fingered her hair, pulling her a little tighter. “I think you would have blamed me for holding you back. We needed to experience life away from high school. Away from here. We needed to reach for the stars, even if we missed.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. I know I’ve done a lot of growing up. I’ve also hit some bumps in the road. Even though you still have some doubts about me, I’m sure of what I want now.”
 
   “I don’t have doubts about you anymore.”
 
   She twisted her body so she was facing him. “Really?”
 
   He slid his fingers against her cheek. “The last few days I’ve gotten a chance to get to know you again. When you stepped up to help Anna, the way you handled Mrs. Crawford and Mrs. Albrecht, the way you’ve been with my daughter; you’ve shown me all those qualities I found so endearing back then. I believe you won’t just take off. If we run into problems, I believe you’ll at least try to work it out.”
 
   She leaned forward and kissed his cheek. “It means a lot to me that you feel like you can trust me.”
 
   He twisted to the corner of the couch, so he could guide Hailey to lie on top of him. He pushed his fingers through her hair. “It really touched me that you thought about stopping off to get your car—you were thinking about what I would want or what would be best for Lori—but I’d like you to stay. If you want.”
 
   “I want.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   After spending the night at Nate’s, the next couple of days became a blur. Hailey remained committed to spending time with her father and keeping tabs on his recovery. Her brother and sister split the time with her. As the week progressed, more of those bad moments showed themselves, fulfilling the doctor’s warning that his dementia might be worsened by the trauma of his broken hip.
 
   She treasured the good moments and did her best to help him through the bad ones but was increasingly glad to have Nate to talk to when things got rough.
 
   He tried to resume a somewhat normal schedule at the diner, but each day he ended up taking at least a couple hours off after the lunch rush.
 
   One day he spent that time at Hailey’s side in the hospital, the other he picked up the needed supplies and fixed the soft spot in the barn’s roof.
 
   The evenings were divided between time for Lori and time for the two of them, but Nate also told Hailey he’d like it if the two of them spent a few hours alone.
 
   When she asked if he had an idea how he wanted to spend the time, his answer had been skiing.
 
   Downhill was familiar to her, but Nate was thinking cross-country. The last time she’d done that, was probably during a trip with her high school phys-ed class to the very same park they were at now.
 
   Was Nate trying to gage if she was “too city” to play in the snow? “I haven’t been in years, but it sounds like fun.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I am.” At least she was sure she wanted to prove to Nate she wasn’t the person everyone thought she’d become. That—at heart—the city had been where she lived, went to school, and then worked, but it hadn’t changed the person inside, as they all seemed to think it had. That determination hadn’t quieted the voice in her heart that was scared of making a fool of herself.
 
   While Nate had gone into the park office to rent two sets of cross country equipment, she’d changed into the snow pants and down jacket of Anna’s he’d brought for her, opting to keep her scarf, hat, and gloves. Though she picked up the second pair he’d thrown in the truck, pushing them into the pocket of her jacket, just in case.
 
   In the first few minutes, she’d fallen twice. Each time, Nate was there offering her a hand back up. Quickly, she found her balance and was able to get the rhythm between her arms and legs working. Soon, they were traversing the nature paths at a good clip.
 
   The scenery in the park was beautiful. The combination of setting and physical exertion was giving Hailey’s mind a chance to process everything that had happened in the last six months. With each pull of her arm and slide of her foot, she exorcised some of the stress, negativity, and failure that had been polluting her mind.
 
   It was a difficult activity to do and talk though. She was pleasantly surprised when they were about halfway through the two-mile trail that Nate slowed to a stop. A little way off the path was a bench—probably better used in the summer than the winter—but he led her to it and they took a seat.
 
   “You thought you were going to trip me up with this, didn’t you?”
 
   He shook his head. “You showed me the other night at your uncle’s barn just how athletic you still are.”
 
   Hailey giggled. “That’s when you noticed I was athletic? In the barn?”
 
   He leaned in close to her, grazing his lips with hers. “You’ve shown me on another occasion or two.” He reached behind him, pulling the backpack off his shoulders and opening it. He lifted two coffee mugs out, handing one to her and then removed a thermos from the bag. “Are you cold?”
 
   “You thought to bring coffee?”
 
   “No. Hot chocolate. I was trying to duplicate your recipe, but I don’t think I got it right. You’ll have to teach it to me.”
 
   She sipped from the cup. It touched her that he’d tried to duplicate her mother’s cocoa recipe, that he’d put so much thought into this date. “You’re very close, just missing the secret ingredient.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “If I tell you, you won’t have any reason to keep me around.”
 
   He leaned over her again, leaving another chaste kiss on her lips. “Your cocoa is not the reason I keep you around.”
 
   She laid a gloved hand against his cheek. “It’s not, huh?”
 
   He shook his head, and then licked a dribble of chocolate from her lip. “No.”
 
   They sat on the bench a few moments longer, but the hot chocolate wasn’t enough to fend off the chill. They both agreed they were a lot warmer when they were skiing.
 
   For the second half of the trail, they moved at a little slower pace and were able to chat. Around the first curve they saw a few deer digging in the snow, probably looking for food.
 
   They paused again and watched the animals until the deer became aware of them and ran off.
 
   Then they started moving again. The first few moments in silence, but then Hailey found the courage to ask him more questions about their time apart.
 
   “Did you ever get to play basketball at CMU?”
 
   Nate seemed shocked. She couldn’t blame him for that. Maybe it had been a mistake to darken what had been a light and lovely conversation with what was probably a painful topic.
 
   But, he didn’t shy away from it, and talked as they continued to maneuver through the snow. “I played two games.”
 
   “And then Lori?”
 
   “Yes, well, in part. I twisted my knee and the doctor benched me for two weeks. During that time, I found out about the pregnancy and quit the team. I had to work to pay the medical expenses then provide for Lori.”
 
   “You paid for everything?”
 
   “It was part of my deal with her mom. At least she let me stay in the apartment with her, even though we’d broken up. There’s no way I could have afforded another place to live.”
 
   “You were good.” Realizing the innuendo in her words, she felt a flush warm her cheeks. “At basketball, I mean.”
 
   “I did all right. It wasn’t like I was going to go pro or anything.”
 
   This wasn’t the first time he’d minimized one of her compliments. She didn’t like seeing this broken side of Nate. It bothered her that she might have had a hand in making him think less of himself. She twisted the skis to one side, stopping for a moment.
 
   He followed her lead.
 
   “I stand by my words. You were a sharp player.” She lowered her voice and peeked at him under hooded lids. “And, well, in those other areas, you’re better than good.”
 
   His hand curled around his mouth as he tried to hide a blush. His other reached for hers.
 
   Words seemed to escape him, but she didn’t want a lull in the conversation. After they started moving down the trail again, she asked another question. “What about school? Do you ever think about trying to finish?”
 
   “Sometimes, but not right now. Mom and Dad had to move out west for Dad’s emphysema, so the restaurant is on my shoulders.”
 
   “That wasn’t part of the plan either.”
 
   “No. But, that’s okay. You know? Back then we looked into the future with these grandiose plans. Sitting here, looking back, I’ll take what life gave me. Basketball and art were a very small price to pay for my daughter and the life I have now.”
 
   “You really mean that.”
 
   “You looked shocked.”
 
   She shook her head. It didn’t surprise her. She could identify with what he was saying; it just took her a lot longer to realize it than it had him. “You were always smarter than I was.”
 
   He laughed. “No!”
 
   “Yeah. I agree with you. The reality isn’t anything like the dreams we had. That one night, I had everything I ever needed to be happy. It just took me a lot longer to realize it and find the road home.”
 
   “We’ll see how it goes, huh?”
 
   Something in his eyes told her he wanted this as much as she did, but he was still holding a piece of him back, wasn’t completely ready to surrender. “Take your time, it’s okay. I know I have to earn your trust, but I’m going to make you a promise. A few days from now, on New Year’s Eve you’re going to be the one I’m kissing at the stroke of midnight. And it is just going to be the first of many New Year’s Eve’s I spend in your arms.”
 
   He locked his gaze to her as they came out at the end of the trail, back in front of the park office.
 
   She bent over and unclipped the skis from her boots. “Thank you, Nate. That was really wonderful.”
 
   Seemingly ignoring her promise for that New Year’s Eve kiss, he picked up the equipment. “I’m glad you enjoyed it. Let me turn these in and we’ll grab some lunch before I take you back to the hospital.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate rubbed the sleep from his eyes as he maneuvered the streets between his house and the diner. The late nights with Hailey and early mornings of work were beginning to take a toll on him. Like it or not, he was going to have to work in some time for a full night’s sleep.
 
   When he slowed down to make the left turn onto the main street, the engine began to cough and sputter. It was long overdue for maintenance and Nate wondered if it might be time to replace it. After all, he’d had the truck a decade now and it wasn’t new when he bought it.
 
   It struck him as funny. Now that Hailey was back, he felt like he could let go of the truck. He had to wonder if he’d held onto it all this time for the memories of the two of them?
 
   Not that he wanted to liken himself to some of his classmates—the ones who had nothing better to do than sit up at the bar talking about their glory days a decade after the fact. His truck wasn’t like a trophy. Yet, when he sat behind the wheel, he couldn’t help but think of Hailey and that first night they’d spent together.
 
   As he turned into the alley behind the diner, the phone rang and her number flashed on the screen. He picked it up and pressed the button. “Good morning,”
 
   “Same to you, sweetie.” Her voice was a little horse.
 
   “What are you doing up this early?”
 
   “I set my alarm. I wanted to call and say hi before you got to work.”
 
   Warmth spread through his chest. He could get used to this. Because of Lori, they’d ended each night—even if it was early in the morning—by returning to their own beds in their own houses, but for the last three days, she called to talk to him while he drove in. “Will I see you today?”
 
   “Mmm-hmmm. After I get some more sleep, I’m going to head to the hospital and help Dad with his therapy. The doctor is talking about moving him to the rehab facility today. So, I need to talk all that over with Jake. How about if I come by after your lunch rush? About two o’clock?”
 
   “Sounds good. If you need anything at the hospital, call me.” Having parked the truck, he leaned his elbow against the window and his head against his hand. Through the windshield he could see his aunt and his fry cook waiting for him to unlock the doors. Wanda had a large smile on her face, seeing him on the phone.
 
   “Hey… get some more sleep. I’ll talk to you later.” He flipped the phone off and got out of the truck. Pushing it into his back pocket and swinging his keys on the ring finger of his other hand, he walked toward the door and his waiting employees.
 
   “Troubles at home?” Her voice had that all knowing lilt.
 
   She knew he’d been talking to Hailey but was going to make him say it. “Nope. Everything is fine. Anna and Lori were both sleeping soundly when I left.” Saying that, he realized it had been the first time in a long time that Lori hadn’t woken up with nightmares.
 
   “I see,” she said as they walked into the storage room. “A little early to be making phone calls.”
 
   He couldn’t contain the large smile. He could be just as coy as Wanda was. “I wasn’t making them. I was receiving one. What’s the soup of the day going to be?”
 
   “Oh I was thinking of maybe doing something like Italian Wedding soup.”
 
   She was still referring to his phone call. That much was obvious. “Whoa-now. Way, way too soon.”
 
   ****
 
   As the lunch rush started to slow, Nate found his gaze flipping between his watch and the front door. Even though he knew Hailey’s time prediction had been an estimate, he still found himself counting the minutes until he saw her again.
 
   A half-hour later, she crossed the threshold. She smiled at him, but he could see that below the façade, she carried a lot of stress.
 
   He filled two glasses with cola and let the waitress behind the counter know he was taking a break before joining Hailey in a booth. “How did everything go at the hospital?”
 
   She took a sip from the glass. “Really good. Dad seems to be in less pain and he worked hard in the therapy session.”
 
   It wasn’t her father’s health that had her worried. Then what? “Are they moving him to the rehabilitation facility?”
 
   “First thing tomorrow morning.”
 
   She answered his questions, but he could see the real story was in the unspoken words. After a moment, she reached into her purse and pulled out a folded piece of paper.
 
   “I got an email this morning. From a law firm in the city.”
 
   He took the offered paper and unfolded it. Scanning the first paragraph, he realized that she’d been offered a job. Not just any job offer, a darn good one.
 
   His shoulders dropped like a deflating balloon and a lump formed in his throat. At least this time she was talking to him before she left. “When do you have to go?”
 
   She reached for the email. “I’m not. I just wanted to be honest and tell you about it.”
 
   “What do you mean you’re not? This is a fantastic offer.” Her annual salary would be more than the diner had netted in the last two years.
 
   “I didn’t even apply to this firm. The email was a total shock. I made a couple of phone calls, and it turns out Rhonda’s father knows one of the managing partners. I never would have gotten this if my uncle hadn’t called in a favor.”
 
   “That doesn’t mean you let this kind of opportunity pass by.”
 
   “She’s just trying to prove a point to me.”
 
   “There isn’t anything wrong with accepting help from your family.”
 
   Hailey tossed the paper down to the table and leaned back in the booth crossing her arms in front of her chest. “Really? You want me to leave?”
 
   Want this? Hell, no. But part of him had expected it. Even knew it was coming. So why was it ripping him in two. “I don’t want you to give up a job offer like that. In time, you’ll end up resenting me. Then you’ll just leave anyway.”
 
   “You’re wrong. I want this.” She pointed back and forth between the two of them. “Whatever this is that I ran away from before, I want to stay and figure it out now. How many times do I have to say it before you believe me?”
 
   How easy would it be to say okay and accept this time around she had chosen a chance at love over a great career? Fear pulled him back from the ledge, refused to let him blindly jump.
 
   Rhonda and Jake had both warned her moving back home was just something she was going through: a crisis. Rhonda believed it so much she was trying to prove it to Hailey. Everyone in Hailey’s life—but her—believed she belonged in the city. It wasn’t fair to hold her tight. In time, she’d resist the restraints and flee from him.
 
   And Lori.
 
   Why hadn’t he listened to his heart on this one? Backed off when she’d come at him—or at the very least kept Lori protected from the inevitable heartache.
 
   “You need to explore this job. If you don’t, you’ll regret it. Not this week. Maybe not next. But someday.”
 
   “No. You’re wrong. I did tell Rhonda the other day that a job offer might change things, but I know differently now.”
 
   Nate felt his throat tighten. While she was telling him she was here for the long haul, she was telling her cousin it was only until something better came along. “You said that?”
 
   “As soon as I saw this email, I chose you and Lori. Without hesitation.”
 
   Nate dug his nails into his jeans beneath the table, searching for the strength to do what he knew needed to be done. “These last few days have been great, but we need to stop this.”
 
   “What are you doing? Putting me through some test?”
 
   He shook his head. “You’re not a small town girl anymore. You’re definitely not a small town lawyer. This way of life is too distant from your apartment in the Village and Sax Fifth Avenue.”
 
   “Stop it. That’s not who I am!”
 
   He flattened out the crinkled page on the table in front of her and pointed to the line that included a salary offer. “Do you know how long it would take me to earn that much money?”
 
   “What makes you think I ever planned on living off what you make? I told you I want to build my own practice here.”
 
   “That takes time.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   He tapped his finger on the amount again. “This community would never give you this kind of income.”
 
   “It’s not all about the money! Money won’t bring my mom back. It won’t repair my father’s mind. I’ll be damned if I let it come between you and me.”
 
   “That’s easy to say now. But in time…”
 
   “Let’s talk about time. In eight years there wasn’t a single day that passed without me thinking about you, without me thinking about that night in the back of your old pickup truck. I suspect it’s been the same for you, or you would have gotten rid of it a long time ago.”
 
   She knew the same realization he’d come to this morning, but he couldn’t say it. Brick by brick, the protective wall she’d busted through was erecting itself once again. “I kept the truck because I couldn’t afford anything else. Nothing more.”
 
   “If I stay—”
 
   “It won’t work.”
 
   “Then why don’t you and Lori come to the city with me?”
 
   Nate felt his chest tighten. He just wasn’t the kind of guy who could live day in and day out in one of the busiest cities of the world. “This is foolish. It doesn’t matter. We’re over. There isn’t any room in Lori’s and my life for you. We have to stop living in the past, wake up from this Christmas fantasy and get back to our real lives.”
 
   Hailey’s eyes began to glaze over and Nate knew if he didn’t leave right now, she would break his will. He’d admit he didn’t mean a word of it and take her back in his arms, kiss her sweet lips.
 
   But it would only be temporary.
 
   Nate slid out of the booth and started for the kitchen. He didn’t turn back when she called his name. Just murmured, “I’ll be back later,” to his head waitress before going through the kitchen and stock room. He grabbed his coat from the hook by the door and slipped it on, pulling the truck keys from the pocket.
 
   He slammed the door, turned the key and started to throw it into reverse when he saw Hailey through the windshield coming from the back of the restaurant. She rounded the truck and tried to open the passenger door, but it was locked.
 
   “Go back to New York!”
 
   She slapped her hand against the window. “Open this door! Talk to me.”
 
   He closed his eyes tight, counting to five. He couldn’t follow his own heart and let her in the truck and his life, not when he knew the best thing for her waited back in the city. “There’s nothing left to talk about.”
 
   He started to back up. Slowly at first, but when she jumped away, he picked up his speed and pointed the truck for home.
 
   ****
 
   Nate parked at the end of his drive and stepped out into the snow bank. He slammed the door, flakes of rust dropped from the bottom, falling against the white snow. He stepped back as Hailey’s accusatory words in the diner rolled through his mind.
 
   He started for the house but then fished the keys out of his pocket.
 
   Screw this. What was he thinking? Damn the truck and the memories it held. He wanted Hailey.
 
   Two steps back toward the vehicle and he spun again.
 
   No!
 
   Forget what his heart wanted. His mind and his gut had been down this road with her before. A few days of fun was one thing, but he could never stand in the way of that job. It was laughable to think the restaurant would ever produce a similar income to the one she offered. She would never get the cases in the farming community that she would in New York.
 
   Eventually she’d get bored. Bored with the slower lifestyle. Bored with him.
 
   She was too good at what she did and too far gone from the small town way of life to be completely content here. He knew that way back then. It’d been proven again today.
 
   Putting off the inevitable was the smart thing to do. As much as this hurt, it would be worse later.
 
   Or had he taken a page out of her book and was running away from what scared him most?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey spent twenty minutes driving to different family member’s houses before she found Rhonda’s car sitting in front of her uncle’s house. Neither one of them was leaving town before Rhonda heard exactly how Hailey felt about the interference in her life.
 
   Her cousin opened the door and stepped aside, letting Hailey in to the entry. She nearly ran into a packed suitcase with Rhonda’s coat laying over it. “So, were you going to mess up my life then run for home?”
 
   Rhonda shrugged her shoulder. “I was hoping for a thank you. After all, my father got you in at a great law firm. They’re willing to give you some lee-way on the kinds of cases you take to trial too.”
 
   “You cost me Nate! Even though I told him about the offer—made it clear I didn’t want the job—he still broke up with me.”
 
   “I’m sorry. I know you don’t want to hear this, but I think he’s right. You don’t belong here. This last year has been one crisis after the other for you. But tomorrow, we get to push a reset button. For you, a new year is going to be a new start and a new job. You’ll see. You can bounce back from everything that’s happened to you.”
 
   Hailey squared her shoulders and met Rhonda’s stare. “Why is no one listening to me? I want that fresh start to be here with Nate.”
 
   Rhonda closed the distance, pulled her into a hug. “You know that’s not moving forward. He’s a symbol of a less complicated past.”
 
   Hailey pulled herself out of her cousin’s embrace. “You don’t know. I’m so tired of everyone around me telling me what I’m going through and what I’m feeling. I know what I want.”
 
   “You’re not interested in that job at all?”
 
   Hailey leaned back against the door. If she were to be completely honest, when she opened the email, her heart skipped a beat. The idea of being back in the big game thrilled her… for about thirty seconds. Then, she thought of the few days and nights with Nate and Lori. From taking Lori to the horses to skiing with Nate, from the family dinner to the quiet evening sharing some wine. She’d felt her life had come full circle—a happiness she hadn’t felt in quite some time—and didn’t want to give it up for a return to the city.
 
   So, Nate had made that decision for her, protected his own heart and Lori’s from what he assumed would be the inevitable.
 
   To him, she was an open book, a transparent shell. He’d always known her heart, and believed when the going got tough, she ran. The piece of her that wanted to stay behind and prove him wrong submitted to part that was sick and tired of proving she’d changed.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “You’re going to take the job?”
 
   She nodded her head. “I’m going to go pack the car and go home. I’ll meet with your dad’s friend and talk about it.”
 
   Her cousin smiled. Not one of being proven right, but a smile that said she was truly happy. “Call me. Let me know how it goes?”
 
   Hailey nodded and let herself out, wondering if this was the right answer why it was breaking her heart in two.
 
   ****
 
   As Hailey came down the steps with her two suitcases, she heard her brother calling her name from the kitchen. She hollered out to him and they met up in the living room.
 
   “Rhonda just called me,” Jake said.
 
   “So, you know I’m leaving.”
 
   He nodded once.
 
   “I’m still committed to helping out with Dad. I will be back in about a week. “
 
   “I realized the other day I haven’t told you enough how proud I am of you. We all are.”
 
   She dropped the bags and threw her arms around her brother’s neck. “You can go ahead and rent the house to Nate and Lori. I won’t fight it. In fact, I like the idea of them being here.” Her voice cracked and a lump formed in her throat.
 
   Jake tightened the embrace. “It’s going to be okay.”
 
   She collapsed against her big brother. “No. It’s not. I don’t want to go. I want to stay with Nate.”
 
   “Then stay.”
 
   “He doesn’t want me. He told me to go take the job because we don’t have a future anyway.” She pulled back and wiped a tear off her cheek. “I think he’s afraid of standing in the way of my future. He wouldn’t listen to me when I told him he was more important than any job.”
 
   “Give him some time to cool off then go talk to him.”
 
   Hailey shook her head. “That was my initial thought, but—when it comes down to it—he doesn’t trust me. He can’t forgive me for leaving back then and has himself convinced I will eventually do it again. I’m not sure I can overcome that. Without trust, we didn’t have a chance anyway.”
 
   Jake didn’t respond, only nodded. “Are you sure you want to leave now? Would it be better to wait until morning?”
 
   “I called the firm. They can meet with me tomorrow afternoon. I need to get at least part way there tonight in order to make the meeting. I’m going to stop by and say good bye to Dad and then get on the road.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
    
 
   Nate shifted his weight in the chair, checking his watch again.
 
   It’d been hours since he put a very abrupt end to his relationship with Hailey. Somehow it felt like days and weeks had passed. He hungered for another taste of her lips, and craved the touch of her flesh to his.
 
   Part of him had expected her to show up, and once again push at his defensive walls until he crumbled and took her back in his arms.
 
   A knock on the front door pulled him out of tangled thoughts. There she was. He thought about not answering but couldn’t stop himself from standing and walking to the door, chanting the mantra to stay strong.
 
   Pulling the dingy curtain aside, he saw Jake standing on the front steps, and reluctantly let him in. “What’s up?”
 
   “I went by the diner looking for you, buddy. You’ve taken a lot of time off this week.”
 
   “Well things will be getting back to normal starting tomorrow.” Nate led Jake into the living room, reaching for the right words. “I ended things with Hailey.”
 
   “I know. I went by the house and talked to her for a few minutes before she left.”
 
   “She’s gone?”
 
   “I imagine. She was going to stop by the hospital to say good-bye to Dad, but she wanted to make it to Pennsylvania tonight. She’s got a meeting tomorrow afternoon with the firm that offered her the job.”
 
   So that was that. She could sit across the table from him insisting she wanted a life back here but as soon as he pushed her toward her real world, she ran away without looking back.
 
   Just like he knew she would. Why did he have to be so damn right?
 
   When he didn’t say anything, Jake continued, “She told me to go ahead and lease the house to you and Lori. You’ll have to give me a couple of weeks to get it cleaned up—”
 
   “There’s no rush. I’m not sure I can afford to do it anyway.” Just days ago, getting him and his daughter into that house had been at the top of his goal list. Now, he couldn’t imagine being within those walls without Hailey.
 
   “But what about Lori and the horse she wanted?”
 
   He backtracked. “You know what, a few weeks is good for me. I just need some time to put some things in order.” And my feelings. Would weeks be enough time?
 
   “Okay,” Jake said, then turned for the door. After a few steps, he spun back. “Tell me it’s none of my business, but I’m going to give you a little advice I’ve been carrying around for a while. Isolating Lori is just as bad for her as it is for you. You’ve both been hurt. For you, more than once by my sister, but locking both of you up away from people isn’t a good defense from that pain. A life without risk, well, that’s not really living. Is it?”
 
   Nate took a couple of steps back and dropped down to his chair, resting his elbows on his knee and his forehead in his hands. “You don’t have any idea.”
 
   “You’re right. I don’t know what you went through with your daughter’s mom. I do know Hailey really cares about both of you. She didn’t want to leave this time. Instead of giving in to her fears, she was willing to face them and give the two of you a chance.”
 
   Nate leaned over, pushing his fingers through his hair. “How can I keep her from everything she’s ever wanted?”
 
   “Why do you assume she doesn’t want you?”
 
   Jake didn’t wait for Nate to respond, just turned and left the house, closing the door behind him.
 
   Nate had reached for the brass ring once. He’d felt the cold metal against his fingertips, before it slipped from his grasp. And, here he landed.
 
   Jake’s point was valid. Moving through life day to day wasn’t living. Neither was keeping Lori and him behind a wall.
 
   And that’s why he’d pushed Hailey away. Doing so now had to be better than watching her shrink away from everything she could be.
 
   Nate forced himself out of his chair. The wait staff would be changing shifts at the diner and he called to let them know he wouldn’t be back. The first “sick day” he’d taken in over a year.
 
   Tomorrow was a new day, and he would step back into his old life.
 
   Now, he was trying to construct a healthy, yet comforting dinner for his family, with the odds and ends he found in refrigerator. He’d decided on chicken and noodles and was chopping carrots when he heard Anna’s car coming up the drive.
 
   The clacking of the knife hitting the cutting board released the sadness that had morphed into something deeper.
 
   When the back door opened, he turned to his sister and daughter with a painted on smile. “How was your day?”
 
   Anna hung her coat up on the hook and then helped Lori. “Better than yours. Or so I’m hearing.”
 
   Lori struggled to begin speaking. “Why… fight with… Hailey?”
 
   Nate tuned back to his food preparations, to avoid showing his daughter the depths of his pain. “News certainly travels fast.”
 
   Anna said, “We went by the restaurant. We wanted to surprise you and have dinner together.”
 
   “I had the same idea. Decided it was high time I made dinner for my own family instead of half the county.”
 
   He felt a tug on his pants and turned, looking down into the impatient eyes of his daughter. “I… like her.”
 
   Nate dropped down on one knee so he could look her in the eye, covering his mouth with his hand while he struggled to find the correct words. “I like her too, but she doesn’t live around here. She belongs in New York.”
 
   “That’s not what I heard.” Anna sat down at the table. “Aunt Wanda says you pushed her away.”
 
   “She was going to pass up a fantastic job offer to stay here. That’s not right. What was I supposed to say to her?”
 
   “Stay.” You should have said “we want you to stay.” Lori signed then turned and ran from the room.
 
   Nate stood and went back to cutting vegetables for a few seconds before tossing the knife back down to the counter. “Damn it! I should have listened to my gut and kept some distance between them.”
 
   “Don’t blame Hailey for this, she didn’t run. You pushed her away.”
 
   His sister was right, but he didn’t want to admit it. Not now. He had a bigger issue to deal with than his own breaking heart and followed his daughter to her bedroom.
 
   Through the cracked doorway he could see Lori sitting in the middle of her bed, picking at the knotted threads of the patchwork quilt. He knocked on the door and only entered when she looked up, making eye contact. He sat down on the side of the bed; picking up one of her plastic horses from the nightstand, he offered it to her.
 
   She took it from him, laid it on her lap, and ran her fingers over the mane for a moment. Why do people have to leave?
 
   “Honey, New York is where Hailey has lived for a long time. Her life is there. I told you that.”
 
   But Grandpa, Grandma, and my mom.
 
   This wasn’t the first time Lori had brought up the mother she’d never met, never known. It didn’t hurt any less. “Grandma and Grandpa didn’t leave you. They had to move to Arizona for Grandpa’s health. They love us, and especially you, and are coming home this summer for a very long visit.”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “I don’t know what to say about your mother.” Other than she was cold-hearted and he didn’t have a clue what he’d seen in her in the first place. “But she’s the one who’s missing out, because you are a wonderful girl, who I love very, very, very much.” He reached in and touched her chin, lifting it so he could look into her eyes.
 
   “You said… you like… Hailey.”
 
   “I do. Very much.”
 
   “You should… have…t-t-told her.”
 
   “I can’t.” Weren’t he and Lori the pair? It occurred to him the biggest reason he couldn’t bring himself to ask her to stay was the very same fears that Lori had. He was sick and tired of people leaving too. And he couldn’t bear to lose Hailey on any other terms than his own. He picked his daughter up and set her back down on his lap, hugging her tightly. “I promise you I’m never going to leave you. You know that, right?”
 
   “Love you,” she whispered in his ear. “You should… tell Hailey… we… want… her here.”
 
   ****
 
   Sure that Lori was screaming out in fitful sleep, Nate sat straight up in the bed. Instead, the house was silent. Eerily so. He reached out, grazing the pillow next to him. It still smelled vaguely like Hailey’s perfume.
 
   A searing pain ripped through his chest, as if his heart was being fed through a meat grinder. He picked up the pillow and brought it to him, resting his head on top of it.
 
   His daughter’s words echoed in his mind. Tell Hailey.
 
   Just tell her. That he wanted her to stay. That he never stopped wanting her in his life. That the nights he’d spent with Lori’s mother had been stupid, feeble attempts to get her out of his mind and heart.
 
   Every woman he dated since was compared to Hailey.
 
   What he felt for Hailey was more than a first crush. He couldn’t let it slip through his fingers, not without really trying to make a go of it.
 
   He picked up his smartphone from the nightstand, unplugged it from the charger, and brought up the web browser. After a few moments he was out of bed and into his jeans and a sweatshirt. He packed a duffle bag with a couple of changes of clothes. After tossing in the necessities from the bathroom, he made his way into Lori’s room.
 
   Turning on the light, he called. “Get up and get dressed, sweetie.”
 
   She sat up in the bed, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. “It’s still… night.”
 
   “But we only have three and a half hours to make a plane, and it’s a ninety minute drive.”
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “To tell Hailey we want her to come home.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Hailey uncrossed and crossed her legs in the opposite direction, shifting her weight in the chair. The woman on the other side of the desk was her uncle’s friend from college. The one who had offered her the job as a favor to him.
 
   She had driven late into the night and returned to the road ridiculously early in order to make it home in time for the interview. Now, looking over the woman’s shoulders and out the window to the Hudson River below made her homesick. In ways she couldn’t explain—that didn’t make any kind of sense—it reminded her of the beach. Her and Nate’s beach.
 
   Her first instinct when she opened her eyes at five o’clock this morning was to call him to say hello. He’d be on his way to open the diner and they could chat in the peaceful ease of the early morning.
 
   Funny how something could become a habit in only a couple of days.
 
   Then she remembered how they’d ended it.
 
   She could feel the tears pushing against her eyes again and blinked hard, taking a deep breath before continuing. “I need to be assured that if a client comes to me with a case I feel passionate about, I have the discretion to take it.”
 
   “I hear what you’re saying. Young idealism is something the partners really liked about you. However, this is a business. We have to stay in the black. I am sure that we can write your contract to include some leeway though. Maybe a certain number of cases a year we could trust to your discretion.”
 
   It was a more than fair offer—more than she could have hoped for given her age and work experience. She wasn’t an A player, not at the top of her game. In fact, she was too young and too inexperienced to be making demands.
 
   The fact that this woman was even considering her requests only confirmed that it was all part of Rhonda and her father’s manipulations. Her family’s attempts to keep her from throwing away a promising career.
 
   No matter what Nate thought, the money didn’t mean more to her than home, more than him.
 
   Hailey looked down at her watch. Ninety seconds for her mind to swirl back to him. What was she doing here? No matter what her family wanted and what Nate thought, she knew she couldn’t do this.
 
   The walls were closing in, even the beautiful full glass one overlooking the water. Below was the city of concrete and steel that had once represented opportunity, choices, and the kind of life her little hometown could never give her. Now, it felt like a prison cell keeping her from the people she loved.
 
   She stood. Picking up her purse and letting it hang off her shoulder, Hailey reached across the desk. “Thank you, ma’am, for the job offer. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your faith in me and your willingness to work with my goals, but I’m going to have to pass.”
 
   The woman took Hailey’s hand. “I don’t understand, your uncle said—”
 
   “Yeah, my uncle doesn’t understand either. They think they know what I want, but they are looking at an antiquated set of goals I set for myself a long time ago. If I’ve learned nothing else in the last year, it’s what’s important. I’m not going to let that slip through my fingers again.”
 
   “We’re closed tomorrow for the holiday. Why don’t you take a couple days to think about it?”
 
   Holiday? That’s right. It was New Year’s Eve. Through everything that had happened the last few days, she’d lost track of the time, but the promise she’d made to Nate earlier in the week rang in her head. The only place she wanted to be at midnight was in his arms, kissing his lips, committing to a new, brighter future. “No. Thank you, but I don’t need any more time to think about it. I’ve spent too much time thinking as it is. It’s time to act.”
 
   The woman dropped back down behind her desk and shrugged. “I wish you the best, Miss Lambert. If you change your mind and want to get back in the big game, don’t hesitate to call me.”
 
   With a certainty that trumped every feeling she’d had before this, Hailey left the office and fished her phone out of her purse. The only way she would be back in Nate’s arms by midnight was to fly home.
 
   But she didn’t want to leave a single belonging here in the city. She knew that this life was her past. Her future—her home—was back in Caseville with Nate.
 
   Whether or not he was ready to admit it was what he wanted too.
 
   Unable to get a signal on the elevator, she waited until she was on the street to press on Nate’s name on the screen. She held the phone to her ear and walked west toward the subway station.
 
   It rang twice and then went to voice mail.
 
   Damn him, anyway. Why did he have to be so stubborn? Why couldn’t he accept that this was what she wanted?
 
   She waited for the beep then said, “I’m coming home. You owe me a midnight kiss.”
 
   Dropping her phone into her purse as she rounded the corner to the steps of the subway station, she ran smack into someone.
 
   Nate. But, it couldn’t be.
 
   It was.
 
   His jaw dropped. “I can’t believe, in this big, crazy, god-forsaken city—that I can’t stand by the way—I would run right in to you.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   He released Lori’s hand and threw his arms around her. “I was so stupid. I can’t live without you. And I came here to take you home.”
 
   A piece of her still remembered she was angry about how he’d pushed her away, but the bigger part of her that had just committed to making him take her back clung to him.
 
   Nate squeezed her tighter and kissed her temple, before stepping back and gripping Lori’s hand. No doubt the craziness of the traffic was overwhelming to her too. And it was much lighter than normal today given it was the holiday.
 
   Hailey touched Nate’s shoulder, leading them a dozen steps up the block. Standing in front of a restaurant, they were out of the flow of traffic. “How did you ever find me?”
 
   “I called Rhonda, made her tell me your address and where your interview was. She didn’t want to but eventually she gave in.”
 
   Hailey didn’t know what to say. Nate had left his diner and got on a plane with his daughter, to brave the big unknown and find her.
 
   “I know you’ve been offered everything you ever wanted here, and this,” He looked around him motioning to the streets, “craziness is what you consider your home, but what Lori and I have—maybe that could be home. I don’t know what the future holds, but I do know I don’t want to give up on us so easily. You have to want it to, though. Don’t come back with us unless you’re sure you can be happy in our small town.”
 
   She could hear the tears cracking his voice and knew what it took for Nate to put his dented heart on the line. He was done teetering on the edge and willing to take that leap. As far as she was concerned, there was nothing left to consider. Hailey knew her heart, and Nate was finally ready to accept what he felt in his.
 
   But then, there was one more person to consider.
 
   Hailey turned her attention to Lori.
 
   She hadn’t said a word, only stood close to her father, observing everything said. Hailey dropped to one knee. “Is all of this okay with you? Do you mind if I move back home and date your father.”
 
   Lori’s head quickly bobbed up and down. A wide smile turned her lips. “Yes. I want th-th-that.”
 
   Hailey stood and stepped closer to Nate, wrapping her arms around his waist. “I want to go home. Check your messages. I’d already decided. I turned down the job and called you to tell you I was coming to collect on my New Year’s Eve kiss.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “I’m positive. Can you stay here with me for a couple of days? I want to arrange to have all of my belongings shipped home and close out my lease. I don’t want to leave anything behind. No more looking back. I only want to focus on the future.”
 
   He ran a finger through the piece of blonde hair framing her face. “I’ve always heard New Year in Time’s Square is something everyone should experience.”
 
   She pulled her body tighter to his. “That’s not what I had in mind.”
 
   ****
 
   Nate was amazed, and felt—finally—like he could see a happy future for him and his daughter. Just a week ago, he’d never guessed it would be in Hailey’s company.
 
   After connecting on the street, they went to the offices of a moving company where she’d scheduled a truck and arranged to have boxes delivered to her apartment, paying extra to have it done that afternoon.
 
   He’d insisted they stop and have lunch, mostly because he and Lori hadn’t eaten anything but a doughnut from the airport kiosk hours before.
 
   She then brought them to her very small apartment in the West Village and began filling the boxes with her belongings. With he and Lori helping they’d made amazing progress in just a few hours.
 
   Shortly after dinner, they’d filled the last of the boxes they had and would have to find a place to get a few more before the truck came the day after New Year. They would then drive her car back home.
 
   Together.
 
   Surprisingly, he’d found the ingredients to make a chocolate mousse dessert in her kitchen cupboards. Now, he dished his concoction into two bowls and put the remaining in the refrigerator, saving it for Lori who had fallen asleep on the floor waiting for midnight.
 
   He then popped the cork on the bottle of champagne he’d bought at the corner store and filled glasses. In the living room, he set the dessert tray on the coffee table and rejoined Hailey under the blanket on her couch.
 
   “And I thought my house was small.” He pulled her closer, thrilling when she wrapped her arms around him and nuzzled into his chest.
 
   “Space comes at a premium here. Besides, I’ve never needed more than this.”
 
   “Do you have any regrets?”
 
   She shook her head slightly then sat up, reaching for a bowl of his dessert. “If I hadn’t gone through college and law school here, I wouldn’t have ever known what was really important. Besides, I still want to be a lawyer. I just want to do it back home, near you.”
 
   He picked up the other bowl, took a bite of the mousse than filled his spoon again offering it to her. “It’s going to be difficult, building your practice from the ground up.”
 
   “I know. But I’m not worried. In case you haven’t figured it out yet, I fight for what I want.”
 
   He kissed her lips lightly. “I’ve noticed.”
 
   The announcer on the TV began counting down the seconds to midnight. Hailey reached for the remote and turned it up a little. “Maybe I should have taken you down to Time’s Square, after all. This could very well be your only chance to see it.”
 
   Nate laughed. As the camera scanned the crowd from overhead, he knew they’d made the right choice about the evening. As confetti began to fall and “Auld Lang Sine” began to play, Hailey moved in again. She wrapped her arms around his neck and made good on her vow to kiss him at midnight.
 
   The first of many, he hoped.
 
   In the soft glow from the lamp and television, they celebrated all the promises they’d made. There was no need to rehash it all with resolutions.
 
   He was comfortable with all that was unspoken between them.
 
   Hailey had kept her promise that they would celebrate this magical moment when one year rolled into the next with the traditional kiss. Nate had faith the second half of that promise—that it would be the first of many—would be fulfilled too.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   Constance Phillips
 
    
 
   Constance Phillips lives in Ohio with her husband, daughter, and four canine kids. Her son, now on his own, is planning a wedding, reconfirming that romance still lives and breathes. When not writing stories of finding and rediscovering love, Constance and her husband spend the hours planning a cross-country motorcycle trip for the not-so-distant future…if they can find a sidecar big enough for the pups.  Visit Constance at http://constancephillips.com/ 
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   CROSSROADS
 
   Janet Eaves
 
    
 
   Desperation has a way of changing everything.
 
    
 
   There is no way anyone could have ever convinced Sharon Clark she’d one day return to Legend, Tennessee.
 
    
 
   With her mother playing the leading role of town slut when she was growing up, with the townspeople either pitying her or looking down their noses at her all her young life, with the child she’d carried and hidden from the town’s prying eyes and expected condemnation all those years ago, going back now is just not an option…
 
    
 
   But desperation has a way of changing everything….
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Legend Post-Dispatch
 
   Mrs. Adeline Hamilton Bynum, 83, known to the Legend community as Ms. Addie, passed away on April 8 in the comfort of her home after a yearlong illness. A lifelong resident of Legend, she was preceded in death by an infant daughter Caroline, and her husband Roger Bynum, the owner of the Post-Dispatch and other community businesses.
 
    
 
   Ms. Addie was a member of the Legend United Methodist Church where a public celebration of her life will be held on Sunday at 2:00 p.m. In life, Ms. Addie was a private woman, who enjoyed her rose garden and grew championship roses. Over the years, she also touched the lives of many children, participating in the county foster family program and giving part-time work to deserving teens. She also had a soft heart for stray animals. Cats were her favorite, but she also contributed to the local animal rescue charities.
 
    
 
   Ms. Addie is survived by a great-nephew, Jeremy Hamilton of Louisville, Kentucky. Memorial gifts can be made to the Legend Animal Shelter or Alley Cat Advocates alleycatadvocates.org.
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Prologue
 
    
 
    
 
   8:00 a.m. Courtroom 204, Memphis Municipal Court
 
   “As to the matter of spousal support, the petitioner’s request is denied. Ms. Gilbert, given your statement that you have been the one to maintain the family income without expectation of support from Mr. Gilbert during the course of the marriage, it is the determination of this court that spousal support is unwarranted.
 
   “As to the matter of child support, the petitioner’s request is warranted and therefore granted. Even though you state, Mr. Gilbert, that the minor, Kyle Gilbert, is not your biological child, he was born while you and Ms. Gilbert were legally married and you have represented yourself as his father since. Therefore, it is the determination of this court that you will pay child support at the standard percentage rate until midnight the date before the child turns eighteen years of age. Have proof of your income to my clerk this afternoon at the latest.”
 
   The judge turned to his bailiff. “Who’s next?”
 
   ****
 
   10:30 a.m. The Cock and Crow Sports Bar and Grill
 
   “I’m sorry, Sharon, you’ve been great and dependable, and I’ll be happy to write you a letter of recommendation, but I have no choice. We aren’t making enough to stay open. I’m really sorry, but you’re out of a job just like the rest of us.”
 
   ****
 
   2:10 p.m. 2120 Pricilla Street, Apartment 310
 
   “Look, I’m sorry, but your husband signed the letter of Intent to Vacate a month ago. I’ve already rented the apartment. You have to be out by the end of the month. I know that’s only a couple of days away and I’m sorry about that too, but it’s done. I assumed you knew Mr. Gilbert released the apartment.”
 
   ****
 
   Bam! Bam! Bam!
 
   Lost in mind-fog, her head reeling with the events of the day, Sharon Gilbert taped the first of the boxes she’d picked up in the alley behind The Cock and Crow. She turned to open the next box, relieved there were probably enough already taped together that she’d only have to buy one roll of packing tape to put the rest of the boxes back together.
 
   For once being poor worked in her favor. Once Gerald moved out and took what he wanted, there was really nothing much left for her to pack.
 
   Still, it was completely unfair. He hadn’t earned a penny the entire marriage because he got to continue with his education, his post-graduate studies, and now his residency while she’d worked her fingers to the bone at both the bar and a pet-grooming salon. Not even the clothes Gerald walked out with were really his to take, but that hadn’t stopped him from taking most of the furniture too.
 
   Unfair seemed to be the theme of the day.
 
   Sharon knew she should be raging mad, but she couldn’t allow that. Kyle would be home from school very shortly, and she had to hold herself together. The news that they’d be leaving would devastate him. He’d be forced to leave the high school football team, the one and only thing that meant anything to him. And to top it off she had no idea where they would be moving to, or if the option of him joining another team was even possible. It had cost her so much just to keep him in the sport to begin with. Money she’d worked overtime at both jobs to earn. It was highly doubtful she’d be able to finance him joining another team. Right now she didn’t even have a way to put a roof over their heads.
 
   A sob threatened to escape, and Sharon clamped her lips together as her cell phone rang. She pulled it from her hip pocket, frowned at the number she didn’t recognize, then figured what-the-hell-else could go wrong, and answered.
 
   “Sissy? Is that you?”
 
   The voice from the past nearly took her to her knees. After all she’d endured today, this was the last thing she needed.
 
   “Mmmmmom?”
 
   “Oh, well good! It took me forever to pry this number from that damned lawyer in town. Had to trick his receptionist into leaving her desk. But now that I have you, you must come home.”
 
   And Bam! Sharon sure hoped that was the last shoe to drop because she’d run out of feet two shoes ago. “What lawyer? What are you talking about? I haven’t seen or heard from you in years. Why are you calling now?”
 
   Why today of all days!
 
   “Well Sissy, to make a long story short, I’m sick, and I need help. Since you’re my only child, of course I would call you. Who the hell else would I call? Now come home.”
 
   Not likely!
 
   She hadn’t been Sissy since leaving the day after she graduated from high school and she had no desire to be Sissy again. Sissy had been known as the chip off the old block, with the “old block” being her disreputable mother back in Legend, Tennessee.
 
   Candy had married a total of eight times, nine if marrying Bob twice counted as one more. Of course she hadn’t minded opening her legs to any man within Legend Township or outside of town for that matter when a penis-toting human turned an interested eye her way. Nor had she minded the money, clothes, jewelry, and trinkets they seemed happy to buy for her while she waited for husband number…whatever…to appear.
 
   All of the dignity she’d tried to build for herself over the past decade, plus, fell away and she was that dirty, disgusting, child she promised she’d never again be. With her mother as her only example, Sharon grew up thinking her sexuality was a commodity to be used to her advantage and she’d made some seriously poor decisions for herself in her early teens as a result. The only thing Sharon had ever done halfway right was to get out of the small, simple-minded town and start over where no one knew anything about either her mother or herself.
 
   It wasn’t as if that turned out well either.
 
   Still, to go back now, following a failed disastrous marriage, still being under-educated, and supporting a disengaged fourteen-year-old son who would likely disengage even more now… No, she couldn’t! It would only feed more fuel to the town’s gossip mill and reignite the shame that was the basis of her life for so long.
 
   Ms. Addie wouldn’t approve. Not at all!
 
   The only bright spots in her memories of Legend were those with Ms. Addie in them. That dear woman was kind enough to sit her down and tell her some really hard truths while fostering her for the three months her mother spent in jail for petty theft.
 
   Sharon couldn’t believe her mother would call for her help now after basically throwing her out on the streets when she aged out of the system all those years ago. It hadn’t mattered she was already eighteen years old and Ms. Addie was given a ten-sibling family unit to foster and no longer had room for her. She’d still just been a broken-hearted kid, but Candy had husband number…whatever…hooked and he was being reeled in and Mommy Dearest didn’t want her much younger pregnant daughter being a distraction.
 
   Even if her mother was seriously ill, it was just too darned bad. There was nothing she could do for her, and Sharon would rather live in the back alleys of Memphis’s worst streets than be exposed to such ridicule again. Because that’s all Candy had ever felt her daughter deserved. After more than a decade of complete silence, her mother had some nerve even hunting down her phone number and calling. She owed her mother nothing, and nothing was exactly what she would get. Sharon had nothing to give, anyway. She had her own problems—terrifying problems.
 
   All the righteous reasons to ignore her mother’s pleas slipped and slid through Sharon’s mind, but the truth was she couldn’t just ignore the woman who should have loved her but hadn’t known how to. And it wasn’t like Sharon had anywhere else to go… A roof, any roof over her son’s head was better than them living in the Jeep, surely.
 
   Oh, darn!
 
   Sickened but resigned to the inevitable, Sharon promised herself she would go back just long enough to make sure Candy’s dramatic ramblings hadn’t been anything more than that. She’d find some type of job and save every penny she could for as long as she could stand being there, and then she’d get back out of her mother’s house and Legend just as fast as she could. Where she would head to next was uncertain and depended to a great extent on her finances once she could make her escape. But staying in Legend one minute longer than necessary wasn’t an option she would ever entertain.
 
   “Sissy! Are you listening to me?”
 
   Sharon seriously considered throwing the phone across the room, but she couldn’t afford to replace it. “Yeah, I’m here, but I have to go. I’m tied up right now.” Without giving her mother a chance to respond, Sharon hung up the phone and ignored it when it instantly rang again.
 
   She took a look around the room and sighed. Broken dreams were no stranger to her. All she’d ever wanted as a kid was a father who didn’t walk in and then out of her life only to be replaced by another daddy. Or, much worse, those daddies who, throughout her teens, thought she should also satisfy their sexual needs. At least her mother had cared enough to throw those two out as soon as Sharon complained, but she knew Candy had also resented both her young daughter’s beauty and the loss of her meal ticket in order to fulfill her role as a parent.
 
   But she couldn’t blame her mother for everything. She’d made a whopper of a mistake in marrying Gerald so soon after meeting him. It didn’t matter she’d been on the rebound and desperate for any type of anchor, given her condition. His motivations had only just become clear recently. And she felt like a fool for never guessing what was going on when the signs were there all along.
 
   What she hadn’t known while she’d been busy juggling two jobs, trying to raise a child and make a loving home environment twenty-four/seven for all their years together, was Gerald was sleeping with several pretty little willing nurses on the side. Finally, with no contrition whatsoever, he’d confessed he and his latest had a lot more in common and could make a better life together, especially since Nurse Nancy hadn’t slept with half the football team while attending high school.
 
   That had, without question, hurt more than anything else. She’d trusted him with her deepest, darkest secret early in their relationship. He had embellished it and used it against her, both privately and in open court. If she hadn’t been completely stunned with embarrassment, she probably would have killed him right then and there and would have had to spend the rest of her life in prison. Though she was sure that would be better than going back to Legend, she had a son to consider, and the easy road and she had yet to meet.
 
   Sharon blew out a breath before lifting the box to carry it down to her raggedy old jeep. The unexpected knock at the door caused her heart jump and the box to hit the floor with a thud. She hesitated only a moment before glancing back to make sure the deadbolt was thrown. Relieved, she made her way across the small room and looked through the peephole.
 
   Unless the local riffraff had improved, the smartly dressed man standing on the other side of the door was either a bill collector or someone wanting to expound on the benefits of making Jesus her personal savior. She could only surmise, since he was alone, he wasn’t there to indoctrinate her into the life of a Mormon. Knowing Kyle would be home from school at any moment, Sharon unlocked and swung the door open, only to have the middle-aged man smile at her as if he’d won the lottery.
 
   “Mrs. Sharon Clark Gilbert?”
 
   Sharon nodded cautiously.
 
   “I’m Braxton Halstammer. I’m here on behalf of Graham Winchester, a lawyer from Legend, Tennessee, who is handling the Addie Bynum estate. Could you spare a moment?”
 
   Sharon’s eyes widened. Her mother had told her about Ms. Addie’s passing years before, and though the news had hit her chest with a thud and had filled her with sadness, Sharon hadn’t had the time or energy to give it more thought in years. She nodded and stepped back. “What does Ms. Addie’s estate have to do with me?”
 
   Braxton Halstammer slid his hand into the side pouch of his leather briefcase and withdrew an envelope before holding it out for her. “I was sent this to pass along to you from Mrs. Bynum’s solicitor. That’s really all I know. The contents aren’t my business. Have a good day, ma’am.”
 
   The lawyer saw himself out and closed the door softly behind him. Sharon stared at the envelope as the seconds ticked by. The handwriting was clearly Ms. Addie’s. In the months she’d lived with her, Sharon watched the woman write out numerous checks to benefit one cat rescue mission after another, as well as the envelopes Sharon then walked down her long driveway from the big white house where Ms. Addie lived, to the miniature version of it used for sending and receiving mail.
 
   The sound of the door opening broke the trance she’d fallen into, and Sharon glanced over to see her son drop his backpack before pushing the door closed and locking it.
 
   “Since when do you leave the door unlocked?”
 
   Sharon sighed. “Hi to you, too. How was your day?”
 
   Kyle shrugged and memories swamped her. He looked so much like… No, she wouldn’t go there. Ever again.
 
   “Yeah, hi. It was okay I guess. I can’t wait until Friday night. If it wasn’t for the game, I’d hate school. It’s so boring sitting through classes that don’t matter. You know….” Kyle shrugged, which meant the conversation was over.
 
   Sharon wanted so badly to walk over and hug him, but Kyle was at a stage where he didn’t welcome human contact. At least not from her. It killed her that the one bright spot in his life was his love of football and she was about to take it away from him. It hurt as much that she’d never been able to see him practice because she’d been working so hard to take care of them all, and pay for football camp, and all the things he’d need to be able to play. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but we have to move.”
 
   Kyle turned his gaze on her then looked at the sparsely furnished room. His lack of reaction was unexpected and worried her more than a tantrum would have. “You understand there isn’t a choice, right?”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   Sharon held on to her temper. Kyle was going through a lot. Not only was he losing his friends, his home, and the man who he’d always thought of as his father, but he also now knew Gerald wasn’t his father. Though Gerald hadn’t ever been that involved in Kyle’s life, at least he’d been there, some.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   Sharon looked at the envelope she still held out in front of her and shrugged. “I’m not sure. It’s from a lady I knew a long time ago.”
 
   For the first time since entering the apartment, he actually looked at her. “Are you going to open it?”
 
   Sharon stared at him helplessly before she nodded and quickly slid her finger under the sealed flap then winced when it sliced her fingertip. She stuck it between her lips for only a second before opening the flap.
 
   “It’s a letter,” she said, shaking out the single page with one hand while returning the burning finger to her mouth.
 
   “Duh!”
 
   Sharon silently counted to ten then focused on the letter with the staple in the upper left hand corner that held a business card against the letter’s back. Ms. Addie’s large script had always made her think the woman sang songs in her head while writing.
 
   “What’s it say?”
 
   Sharon glanced up without moving her head. Given his attitude, she wanted to tell him it wasn’t addressed to him, but since he rarely if ever expressed interest in anything she decided to read it out loud.
 
   “My Dearest Sharon,
 
   It has been such a long time since I last laid eyes on you, but I am sure you are as beautiful now as you were all those years ago. I, on the other hand, have dwindled with age and heart illness these last few years.”
 
   Sharon’s eyes filled, remembering how robust and healthy Ms. Addie was the last time she’d seen her. She cleared her throat and continued, “But God has blessed me with a very long and fruitful life and blessed me with more than I deserved by the people He brought into my life. You were most definitely one of His greatest blessings, as well as mine.”
 
   Warmth surrounded Sharon as if Ms. Addie’s arms were encircling her. Hugs were something Ms. Addie had always had in abundance, and she was the only person in Sharon’s young life who ever bothered to make her feel worthy.
 
   She sniffed and continued reading. “I’m writing you this letter today because I may not be able to tomorrow. I grow weaker by the day and know the Good Lord is about to call me home. I’m ready. Although many of the children who came to live with me for a period of time thought I lived in a mansion, I know the one waiting for me will make this place look like a shack in comparison.
 
   My poor grandnephew will inherit this monstrosity as long as he’s willing to take care of my cats, (He’ll be so mad to learn that! Ha!) but I have other properties to disperse as well, and I have a special one just for you.”
 
   Sharon was torn between amusement at Ms. Addie’s wicked sense of humor and the heart thumping anticipation of what was to come. She glanced up at Kyle, seeing he too was intrigued with the missive. She cleared her throat again, more loudly this time.
 
   “There is a little cabin up on the mountain overlooking Legend Lake my husband took me to the night we were married. At the time it was owned by someone else, and we just rented it for that one night. But years later my love bought it for me as an anniversary present, and though it has stood empty all these many years, I made sure it was well tended and properly maintained. The appliances are old but functional. The plumbing recently updated. But it is yours, dear. Free and clear. To do with as you will.
 
   I know you couldn’t get away from Legend fast enough all those years ago, and understandably so, but I also know the heart sometimes leads us back home. If you don’t want it, sell it. But if you do, you know you will always have a home to come back to. You can contact my lawyer at your convenience. His card is attached.
 
   I know you are going to wonder why so many years have passed between my getting to meet my Maker and you receiving this gift. That, my dear, is because I know you. And I know you are not yet ready to consider coming back to Legend.
 
   I’m tired now, and my hand grows weak, but I want to tell you one more thing. Whatever life brings, grab the good stuff and let the other stuff go. Even as many years as I have been given, it really was all over in just a blink of the eye.
 
   Be well, my lovely. Be well.
 
   Addie”
 
   Sharon didn’t realize she was crying until Kyle’s arms were suddenly around her. She inhaled the scent of him and, for the first time in a very long time, remembered she was loved.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   “Momma, you are not dying of cancer. But you will be if you don’t throw those things out and quit!” Sharon placed her hands on her hips and stared her mother down. She’d been home all of ten minutes and they were already arguing.
 
   Candy stared back, a half-smoked cigarette dangling from lips smeared with fading red lipstick that leaked off her lips into the wrinkled skin below her nose and above her chin. She removed the cigarette from her mouth with two nicotine-stained fingers and blew out a long stream of smoke, then took a drink of dark amber liquid from a small tumbler. “I know I am. I’m tired all the time. And my chest hurts every time I cough.”
 
   Sharon slid a glance around the filthy, smelly house, wondering if it had always been as bad and she hadn’t noticed, or if her mother had completely lost it. No, they had never had much, but Candy had always insisted on a clean house in the hopes a gentleman friend would stop by. Apparently she had stopped caring, or they had stopped coming. “Have you been to a doctor, Momma?”
 
   “No. I don’t need some quack charging me to tell me what I already know.”
 
   Candy slowly unfolded her ultra-thin body from the couch, her once robust form now saggy skin over lanky limbs. She’d dressed herself in a silver colored satin shirt she’d tied to show her slightly sagging belly and low riding jeans that showed her butt crack when she sat down. She ground the cigarette out into an overflowing, chipped, conch shell ashtray, ignoring the smoke that continued to spiral upward. Sharon was tempted to snuff it out completely, but she didn’t want to touch anything in the house.
 
   Thank God for Ms. Addie’s gift. There was no way she’d house herself here, much less her son.
 
   “I’m gonna go see if I can get a room at Legend’s Landing B&B, Momma, or if not there, I’ll get a room at the lodge for a night or two, until I get some things tied up. While I’m gone, you call your doctor and make an appointment for this afternoon. I’ll take you. Just call my cell phone and let me know when to come back for you.”
 
   Candy turned to her, anger twisting her lips, making them look even worse. “What? You and that boy too good to live here with your momma?”
 
   Sharon shook her head even though what her mother said was true, because she was too good to go back to the life she’d left behind. But it wasn’t the reason she couldn’t remain. “No, Momma. I can’t stay here because I’m afraid something will crawl out of the filth and bite me and my son and we’ll end up in the hospital, too. It’s no wonder you’re sick. This place is…sickening! I’m already getting a headache from the stale and new nicotine permeating the air, furnishings, and walls. Your house stinks, Momma. I’m not gonna lie to you about it.” She didn’t add that her mother stunk as well. That went without saying.
 
   Candy stumbled her way across the room to put her face only inches from Sharon’s. Tobacco and whiskey rolled off her, making Sharon want to gag. “That’s a fine way to treat me after all I did for you.”
 
   She coughed, choked on whatever it was she’d coughed up, and made horrible sounds that wracked her thin body until Sharon wondered if her bones might break. Sharon wanted to step back as Candy’s hacking resulted in spittle hitting Sharon’s blouse, adding insult to injury. It took everything she had not to scream out in disgust and anger. Nothing at all had changed and Sharon couldn’t believe her mother didn’t know what she’d done to her rather than for her.
 
   Years of pinned-up frustration and hurt made her ball her hands into fists. “What was that, Momma? Are you talking about raising me in a house where I was known as that poor child whose mother whored around town? Or maybe, that I became a promiscuous teenager because I didn’t know any better, since you set such a sterling example? Or was it that you brought men into this house who thought they could visit my bedroom and get what they got in yours?
 
   “Please, Momma, tell me just what it was you thought you did for me.”
 
   Candy smacked her hard and fast, stinging her cheek. Tears smarted Sharon’s eyes, but she’d learned a long time ago how to hold them in. She turned toward the front door, relieved to see Kyle wasn’t hovering there, ready to leave and never return. But sad as it was, Candy was her mother. “Call me when you have your appointment, Momma.” With that, she walked out, wondering why in the world she still cared.
 
   “She’s gross.”
 
   Sharon couldn’t do anything but nod. It embarrassed her that Kyle had to see his grandmother looking and smelling like she lived in a dumpster, but there was nothing she could do about it. “I know. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Why do you always do that?”
 
   Opening the driver’s side door Sharon glanced across the Jeep as her son opened his. “Do what?”
 
   Kyle shrugged while slinging his long frame into the seat. “You say you’re sorry all the time.”
 
   Sharon sighed. “Because I don’t know what else to say.”
 
   “It isn’t your fault.”
 
   Not able to help but smile, Sharon nodded. “You’re right. It isn’t. She was a horrible mother. She still is. But she’s still my mother.”
 
   “I know. But you apologize for Da…Gerald, too. That wasn’t your fault either.”
 
   Thinking she loved her son more than ever, Sharon nodded. “It was. I should never have married him. It was a mistake I’ve paid dearly for. But what hurts me the most is you are paying for it too.”
 
   Kyle looked at her hard. “You didn’t have to lie to me about him being my dad. He never even cared about me. I always knew that. It would have been easier if I knew why.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Stop saying that!”
 
   Sharon cringed and wanted so badly to reprimand him for talking to her with so little respect, but she knew she deserved his anger. “It’s all I have. I thought I was doing what was best for you. I realized early on I was wrong, but I was still just a kid myself and I didn’t know how to fix it. I really hoped if I did everything I could to make the best of things, he’d step up. I know now I was fooling myself. I really was trying to do the right thing, but it made no difference because he didn’t care. It took me too long to admit that. But never in my wildest dreams did I imagine he’d turn into the devil just to get out of paying a little support. Especially after everything I’d done to help him.”
 
   Kyle crossed his arms and slouched in his seat while he stared a hole through the windshield. Sharon closed her door and started the Jeep, wondering how to fix what she’d so horribly messed up, knowing at each of life’s crossroads she’d taken the wrong turn. It was something she was going to have to correct immediately. Kyle needed her to, and she needed to for herself as well.
 
   “Buckle up. I want to run to the local bed and breakfast and see if I can get us a couple of rooms, and then we’ll head up the mountain and see where the cabin is. I don’t have the keys yet but should have them by tomorrow, surely.”
 
   “I want to meet my real dad.”
 
   Sharon stopped in the middle of throwing the stick shift into reverse. She glanced over at her son, slowly shaking her head. “You can’t do that.”
 
   Kyle lifted a brow and Sharon thought her heart would melt. His father had always done that when he was about to kiss her senseless. Shaking the memory away, she waited for the blasting that her son was about to give her.
 
   “Yes. I. Can.”
 
   His words were so calm and so evenly spaced Sharon knew she was going to have a fight on her hands. Her only option was to be completely honest. “I’m not sure he even knows about you.”
 
   The brow dropped and both pulled together as anger filled Kyle’s eyes. “So you have been lying to him all along, too!”
 
   One, two, three, four, five, six… “I haven’t seen him since I found out I was pregnant. I wasn’t showing and he never knew.” She didn’t add that Mr. Sanders had and basically ran her out of town, but on the off chance her son ever met his grandfather, she didn’t want to add additional hurt and anger to the possible relationship. There was already more than her son should have had to bear.
 
   “Once I left Legend and married Gerald I saw no reason for him to know. We can’t go barging into his life now and tell him. I need time to figure out where he is and what his situation is. I know you want to meet him, but we can’t just jump into it.”
 
   “Is he here? In Legend?”
 
   “I honestly don’t know where he is. I’ll find out as soon as I can. But don’t get your hopes up. Last I heard, years ago, he was living somewhere in Florida.”
 
   Hoping to put the conversation to rest, Sharon threw the Jeep into reverse and pulled away from her mother’s trailer. She bit her bottom lip as they slowly rode out the pothole-filled lane and breathed a sigh of relief when they hit the much smoother road that would lead them to Lake Road.
 
   Coming back to Legend felt strange enough without all the memories. But so little had changed in the past fourteen years memories played out like a movie in her mind.
 
   There was the church Ms. Addie always took her to on Sunday mornings. She’d gotten her first taste of Chinese food with Ms. Addie at that little restaurant, which still had the same, but now faded, sign. It was strange to drive by the same properties she’d seen back in the days she’d headed to the lake to swim with the boyfriend of the month and then finally with Kyle Sanders. Once they’d started dating and he’d declared his love for her, for a brief moment in time she’d known real happiness. Then her mother got caught shoplifting and was arrested, arraigned, and then sentenced to eleven months and twenty-nine days in the county jail on the very day Sharon realized her lack of a menstrual cycle and heavy sore breasts probably meant she was pregnant.
 
   The Department of Children’s Services swooped in and took her to the county Health Department for a complete physical and blood tests and then followed that humiliation up with a dental appointment where the woman cleaning her teeth used sharp instruments that tortured her until her gums bled horribly. Her pregnancy was confirmed, she had three cavities, which the dentist said wasn’t so bad considering Candy Clark hadn’t ever taken her to the dentist, and Kyle Sanders wasn’t responding to her secret attempts to call him. Then, on the tenth or so attempt, Mr. Sanders answered and told her never to call his son again. Hurt, afraid, and desperate, she’d confessed to him that Kyle needed to know she just found out she was pregnant.
 
   Of all the things that had happened since her mother’s arrest, Sharon knew the humiliation of her oral and other examinations would never compare to the pain of being told Kyle had about as much chance of being the father of her child as any of the other boys on the Legend Dragon’s football team did, and there was no way in hell she would ever see his son again. He’d finished his less than compassionate diatribe telling her if she tried to contact his son again he’d have her arrested and sent to juvenile detention, which was probably where she’d end up before her bastard was born anyway. And he’d ended the call telling her, just in case, he’d have enough funds sent over so she could terminate the pregnancy and save everyone a lot of headaches down the road.
 
   Meeting Ms. Addie and going to live in the huge white house on the hill had been both terrifying and a relief. She’d been so afraid, but for the first time in her life, Sharon’s daily needs were taken care of by someone other than herself. Healthy meals were provided and her clothes didn’t reek with the stale cigarette smoke that permeated any rental home Candy Clark—or whatever married name she carried at the time—occupied. Ms. Addie had actually talked to her rather than at her, she’d empathized with Sharon rather than criticize her, she’d redirected Sharon’s thought process and self-worth so Sharon finally began to believe she deserved better treatment from others, as well as herself. Before those few months in the big white house were over, Sharon had felt loved. If it hadn’t been for Ms. Addie and her sense of humor and no-nonsense attitude about Mr. Sander’s unfortunate attempt to be a good parent to his son, Sharon knew she would have left Legend all those years ago with a great deal of hate in her heart. Instead, she’d departed sad, hurt, but with an understanding that, even though Mr. Sanders had been cruel to her, from his point of view he was just being a good dad. Since having her own child, she knew sometimes you had to think only of those you loved, even if it left others out in the cold. Even if it left her out in the cold, again.
 
   Her last thought, before entering the open double gates leading to the home which Mrs. Schull had converted into a bed and breakfast sometime way back when, was she’d sacrificed any chance at love when she’d married Gerald. She’d done so in the hopes of giving her then unborn child a life of stability, as she’d seen no way to provide it herself. It was a sad testament to her sense of direction that it turned out to be such a disaster. In the end, it would have actually been easier had she never met and married the doctor-wannabe, since she would have only been supporting and caring for one male child, not two. Gerald was more needy than her child had been.
 
   The large yellow Victorian home came into view and looked freshly painted, as it was as bright and happy a soft yellow as she remembered. Memories of that day so long ago nearly brought tears to her eyes, and she was happy to see Kyle had fallen asleep and wasn’t witnessing her drive down memory lane as she pulled into the empty parking lot.
 
   It could have gone so differently that day….
 
   As the daughter of the town whore, wet and dirty from swimming in the forest-lined lake most of the day and obviously recently brutally beaten, her first and only visit to the bed and breakfast was because Mrs. Schull saw her walking Lake Road as she’d headed back to town. She’d just started dating Kyle Sanders and had denied Jimmy Wilcox sexual favors—which he obviously hadn’t appreciated at all, given his violent reaction. The kind woman had stopped and looked Sharon over as anger lit her eyes. Before Sharon knew what was happening Mrs. Schull got out, shoved her groceries out of the seat, and insisted Sharon come with her so she could help her. She’d ignored Sharon’s protest about getting her Honda dirty as well as protests that the swelling eye and bloody nose were nothing to be concerned over. In the end, the thought of walking all the way back to town in the horrible shape she’d been in had made the decision for Sharon. But instead of turning around and taking her to town, Mrs. Schull entered the gates leading to Legend’s Landing Bed & Breakfast.
 
   Sharon smiled to herself. Unlike today where it was obvious no one was home, that day the house had been filled with noise. Four guests had been registered so the two adults shared one upstairs bedroom, and their twin ten-year-old sons occupied the only other room on the second floor. Since they’d been vacationing and visitors to the area rather than locals, the little family had treated her with deference and sympathy rather than disdain when she’d told them she’d been in an accident.
 
   Mrs. Schull had simply looked at her and said nothing. But once the groceries were carried in, clean clothing appeared, a shower was offered, the most delicious meal she’d ever eaten before or since was consumed, then she’d been handed a bag of frozen peas to put on her swollen and bruised eye, and antibiotic ointment and bandages to take care of the scrapes and cuts since she’d refused to change her story or be taken to a doctor. Though she could tell Mrs. Schull wanted to change Sharon’s mind about that, she again said nothing. Instead she’d packed Sharon a bag filled with delicious homemade pastries, which sat on top of the outfit she’d worn from the lake. It had been washed, dried, and folded in a way so her shirt, shorts, and bathing suit looked like they should have been on a store shelf rather in a large brown paper bag. The most memorable thing in that bag was a piece of paper with Mrs. Schull’s cell phone number and a note saying to call her anytime she needed her. And then Sharon asked to be dropped off at the Piggly Wiggly grocery store in town because she’d been too embarrassed to have the nice woman take her to the rundown trailer park where they’d lived at the time.
 
   Sharon hadn’t sought her out again back then, but now here she was all these years later hoping Mrs. Schull could spare her another kindness.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharon sat in the small reception area, relieved no one else was there. It had taken her mother two days to set up the early morning appointment, so she’d bided her time between registering Kyle for school, riding around Legend township and the countryside, and hiding out in a room at the lodge. After Mrs. Schull didn’t show up immediately, and having time to give everything serious consideration, Sharon decided not to stay at the B&B after all.
 
   Suzie Schull was kind, or at least she’d been kind in the past, but Sharon hoped to get lost in the shuffle of the much larger and busier hotel rather than the more intimate setting of a home. So far it was working. No one had recognized her yet, but that could be because the staff was relatively young and wouldn’t remember a nobody like her.
 
   The lodge was completely restored from the ramshackle death trap it had once been and was doing a raging business. When she’d been in high school, the building had all but collapsed. Something Sharon knew personally since she and Kyle made it their place to be alone together so no one, his parents especially, would know. She’d met him there eagerly, willing to do anything to be with the boy she’d loved and obsessed over. It hadn’t occurred to her then, but now it shamed her that she’d allowed herself to be someone’s dirty little secret.
 
   The memories were bittersweet. She really had loved that boy and even now believed he’d loved her, too. They’d fought so much, though. Mostly over the fact his parents hated that he dated her, and they didn’t bother to hide their feelings when she’d been around. But she didn’t want to think about that.
 
   Kyle had been something back then, a somebody unlike herself, and she was sure his life had turned out just fine. The quarterback of the national championship team, full-ride scholarships, parents who would spend anything to give him the life they believed he deserved. Of course his life turned out perfectly. How could it not?
 
   The first few years after she’d left Legend, but had still attempted to have a relationship with her mother, Candy was more than happy to update her on Kyle’s life even though Sharon repeatedly told her not to bother. It hurt too much, and it was all Sharon could do to hold her own life together without reminders of what might have been. Finally Candy got the message, but not before sending one last jab that he’d brought home a woman his parents were crazy about.
 
   But that was years ago now, too.
 
   How Candy had such personal details about the Sanders family, when there couldn’t have possibly been any contact between Mrs. Sanders and her mother, just proved what a small town Legend was. The saying was that you couldn’t fart in Legend without the tornado sirens blaring in response. It had been funny when she was younger. Now it just reminded her that she was a hillbilly from a hick town that had no class.
 
   No, that wasn’t true. Not anymore anyway. Just driving in a couple of days before and the drives she’d taken since had shown her a whole new Legend. Her initial evaluation upon returning must have been clouded, she decided, partly from the stress of being back, though mostly because of seeing her mother for the first time after so many years had passed.
 
   Everything was changing. Everything had changed. For Legend and herself. She was no longer that girl so lost in love she could forget whom her mother was and what others thought about her. Oh, she was still lost, completely at her wit’s end in fact since her mother was determined to drive her crazy, but she was a woman who no longer believed in love. In many ways it was a relief to know she would never allow her heart to be so trampled again. Freeing, actually.
 
   The doctor’s receptionist was the same old woman who’d made her fill out a patient chart years before when she’d come in with her mother for the blood tests Candy would periodically have taken to make sure she hadn’t gotten some horrible disease from all the sexual partners she’d entertain while between husbands. Her mother made her get tested occasionally, too, which had been more embarrassing than she’d wanted to admit at the time.
 
   Sharon just hoped Mrs. Huff didn’t remember her since she’d been very blond back then, her own natural sandy colored hair bleached repeatedly so it was nearly white. Now she wore it natural, and it had even darkened more in the past couple of years to an uninteresting, but respectable, dishwater-blond. She didn’t dress the same either. Though there was nothing she could do about her overly developed breasts, she wore conservative clothing to downplay curves that had once been her pride. It wasn’t much, but she hoped the changes would be enough to keep her under the radar of Legend’s notice until she could get back out of town.
 
   “Miss?”
 
   Sharon glanced up, stunned immobile at the sight of the white-coated Adonis before her. He stood at the open door that led back to the two examining rooms and Old Doc’s office. She swallowed and sat up straighter. He smiled, and she was certain she pooled all over the black and white tiled flooring.
 
   “Are you with Mrs. Graves?”
 
   Sharon found the strength and fortitude to stand though the name threw her. When had her mother married someone by the name of Graves? Since she knew she and Candy were the only ones present she nodded, but felt the need to correct him. “It’s Mrs. Crane now. She remarried.” A hundred or so times.
 
   He nodded his head once, slowly, but his smile stayed in place. “Oh, okay. Her chart said Candy Clark Tipton Clark Peterson Graves. I used the last one and she didn’t correct me. I’ll have my receptionist fix that. Can I speak with you in my office while Mrs. Crane gets dressed?”
 
   Sharon followed him, wondering where Old Doc had gone. It was clear the gorgeous man who stopped to allow her to precede him into the office was a doctor. He waited until she was seated in the hard wooden chair across from the massive desk before sitting behind it. He looked at her silently for several moments before biting his bottom lip. She followed the movements of the incredibly straight teeth then looked back into his whiskey colored eyes. “Is she sick?”
 
   He nodded. “Are you a relative?”
 
   She wasn’t going to give away her identity if her mother hadn’t already done it. Sharon laughed silently at the thought. No, Candy would never admit to being her mother to a man as gorgeous as her new doctor. “I’m here to take care of her. What can you tell me? I can’t help her if I don’t know.”
 
   He leaned back in the large wooden swivel rocker Old Doc had always had in his office. “I’m Jake Parker. I’ve taken over my grandfather’s practice. From the medical history in his chart on her, and my own examination, I’m guessing an untreated sexually transmitted disease is taking its toll—I’m having Mrs. Huff draw blood now. Mrs. Crane is headed toward emphysema, cirrhosis of the liver, and pretty much seems to be killing herself with a bad diet and personal hygiene issues. Will she listen to you if you tell her to change her lifestyle?”
 
   Sharon couldn’t say she was surprised at his tentative diagnosis, but it worried her. She wouldn’t be able to leave Legend quickly if her mother really was that sick. “Maybe. If I tie her in a chair and hand feed her, throw out her cigarettes, pour her whiskey down the drain, and burn down her house to kill all the critters that probably live there.”
 
   Her dry, sarcastic response made his eyes open wide before he laughed. “You don’t pull any punches, do you?”
 
   Sharon bit her own lip. She was going to have to stop being so mad at the world. Even if it had kicked her more often than not. “Sorry. I guess I’ll have to try. Though I’m serious about burning that house to the ground. The Health Department would probably give me the matches.”
 
   She blew out an agitated breath. “I’m just visiting and don’t know anyone in town to call. Do you know anyone I could hire, cheap, to help me clean her house up and possibly do repairs?”
 
   Doctor Jake placed his elbows on his desk, steepling his fingers so only the tips touched. He studied her silently, making her wonder if he was trying to figure out whom she was. She didn’t remember him, but figured he was at least four or five years her senior, so they would never have crossed paths while growing up. Of course, with Candy’s reputation, she was afraid everyone knew her or about her, but she couldn’t help that.
 
   “I’m new to town myself. Mrs. Crane is my first patient, and you’re my first visitor, so I’m afraid I can’t help you there. Have dinner with me tonight, and I’ll help you clean her house myself.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   He could tell, immediately, he’d said the wrong thing as she jumped up and turned to the door.
 
   “Thanks. But no thanks.”
 
   He rose quickly, uncertain what he’d done to make her mad. “Hey. Wait,” he said, following her out the door. He acknowledged his receptionist as he kept following her out into the parking lot, knowing full well Candy Crane was still awaiting his return in the examination room. “Wait!”
 
   She turned to him, her lips set in a grim line. “What?”
 
   Jake almost smiled at the childish pout of her lips, but he’d already made her mad somehow and didn’t think it would be his brightest move.
 
   “I missed something. What did I do?”
 
   She looked at him with those lips clamped so tightly they were one thin line. Finally her features relaxed, blowing those lips back up to slightly plump. “I don’t do dates for favors.”
 
   Jake nodded, realizing his mistake. “Look, I’m sorry. Let me rephrase that. I’d like to take you out to dinner, and I’d be happy to come over and help you help Mrs. Crane.”
 
   She blinked several times, sending her long dark lashes up and down over her bright blue eyes. He seriously doubted she had any idea how deliciously feminine the action was since her lips were set in a scowl, again.
 
   “I need help. Not dinner.”
 
   He did grin now. She was one stubborn woman. “Everybody has to eat.”
 
   She squinted her eyes at him. “What makes you think I would be interested in eating with you?”
 
   Jake placed his hands over his heart in mock pain. “I’m not that ugly.” He could see his remark almost made her smile, but she didn’t.
 
   “You know you aren’t ugly.”
 
   Jake bit the side of his lip before trying again. “And I have a good job.”
 
   She glanced over the little yellow building with its lovely landscaping surrounded at the back and side by a deeply wooded lawn. “An understatement.”
 
   Jake grinned. “And I bathe regularly. Sometimes twice a day, in fact, since I like to work out in the evenings.”
 
   She actually cracked a smile. “Look, Doc, you’re gorgeous, rich, smell wonderful, and I’m not interested. Okay?”
 
   Jake didn’t know how to respond. He’d never had to ask a woman out more than once. He couldn’t count the number of times they’d asked him out. He nodded. “Okay. It’s just I don’t know anyone here except my grandfather, and he’s in bed before dark. I thought it would be nice to dine with someone, but no problem. I’m sorry if I made you uncomfortable. Have a good day, Miss?”
 
   “Sharon. My name is just Sharon.”
 
   Jake nodded again. “It was very nice to meet you, just Sharon. I’ll send your charge right out.”
 
   Vastly irritated, he turned, reentered the cottage his grandfather had built a practice in and passed Tilda Huff who smiled at him sweetly, reminding him he needed to remind her to put her teeth in each morning before they started work. He went to his office, unlocked the medicine cabinet, prepared a shot, and then returned to the examining room where a now fully clothed Candy Crane sat waiting for him. He slid on a pair of latex gloves. “I’m sending your blood off to have tests done, but I’m going to give you an antibiotic shot today anyway, just to be on the safe side. Please stand here, undo your pants, face the examining table, and lean forward slightly.”
 
   Candy slid from the table, sending him what he was certain was once a seductive smile. He ignored her and pulled the low riding, rhinestone-studded, jeans halfway down one hip. “This is going to sting.” He bit the cap off the hypodermic, slid the needle into her bottom, and slowly pushed the thick white liquid in.
 
   She moaned. “Ow! That hurts,” she complained in a gravelly, grating voice that indicated she’d spent the majority of her life smoking.
 
   “Just relax a little longer. That will make it easier.”
 
   He pulled the needle from her body, slid the cap back on, threw the shot into the biohazard box, placed a dinosaur decorated Band-Aid on the puncture site, and then pulled the gloves from his hands to dispose of them. “I’ll be at your house tomorrow after work to see what needs to be done to help you get better. In the meantime clean yourself up.”
 
   Candy’s mouth hung open, making him realize that her caregiver had affected him so badly as to make him forget his bedside manner. “Just take care of yourself,” he stated, before walking across the hall to his office, where he slammed the door closed behind him.
 
   Jake sat behind the desk, wondering what had come over him. He’d acted like a complete jerk to his very first patient, and that was not only bad for business, it was totally out of character. He didn’t know why, but Sharon—whoever she was—had gotten his goat. It wasn’t that he considered himself a Don Juan, but damn, the woman had acted as if he’d had cooties, which he was afraid her charge might have given him. That woman creeped him out a little, filling him with guilt. He shouldn’t even think that way, given his choice of career.
 
   His offer to go to Mrs. Crane’s house was something he hadn’t given forethought to. It was something his grandpa had done often when he’d visited all those years ago, and he’d gotten to go along on the home visits where Gramps did everything from offering medical care, to teaching nutrition, to plumbing if it was necessary to improve his patient’s lives.
 
   Old Doc had come from a generation of doctors whose patients meant more to them than money or the possibility of being sued. His sixty years of business as a family practitioner hadn’t diminished over time even though Legend built its own hospital back in the 1970s, and later added a medical building that attracted all kinds of specialists in the years since.
 
   He’d kept on doing the same things he’d always done and, in turn, had a loyal following of patients who had never considered going to someone else. Jake knew he wouldn’t have that loyal a following if he treated all his patients the way he’d treated Candy Crane. He rose, determined to do better with his second patient. He left his office and approached the woman who’d orchestrated his grandfather’s office for all of those sixty years.
 
   She smiled at him, drawing back thin loose lips that showcased her shiny pink gums. He bit his lip, thinking he’d wait until the end of the day to mention her teeth, and maybe even suggest she start thinking about retirement. “Who do we have next, Mrs. Huff?”
 
   She pointed a bony finger through the sliding glass window out into the waiting room. “Gunther Feelgood. He was in a fight again.” She’d said it with the resignation of a mother dealing with a naughty child.
 
   Jake took the chart she handed him and opened the door separating the back from the waiting area. The large, round, bib-overalled man approaching him had the grace to look contrite, or at least Jake thought he did. It was hard to tell since the bloodied handle of a small pocket knife was all he could concentrate on as it protruded from Gunther Feelgood’s chubby cheek.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharon closed her eyes and said a quick prayer, knowing she’d need every ounce of her strength to deal with her mother. Following yesterday’s doctor visit, her mother had insisted on going home and going to bed, and she hadn’t wanted Sharon cleaning the house while she tried to sleep.
 
   In truth Sharon was more than happy to drop her mother at the door and drive off, but that only meant her visit would be extended another day. She’d already decided she wasn’t staying past getting that nasty house cleaned up, which would take weeks of hard, disgusting work. It probably didn’t make her daughter of the year, but she didn’t care. Her feelings for Candy were ambivalent at best.
 
   Sharon still could hardly believe Ms. Addie had swooped in like a Guardian Angel at the very moment her help was needed, and provided not only a temporary home but, once it was sold, funds to help Sharon start all over somewhere other than close to her mother.
 
   She needed to see the cabin as soon as she could get in to assess its value, but in the meantime she really needed a job to support herself and her son. The reality was she was nearly destitute and though she appreciated the free roof over their heads, she’d use up a lot of their funds just getting utilities turned on or transferred into her name. Not to mention what she’d owe Mr. Matthews once she left the Lodge.
 
   Sharon was also ashamed, and thoroughly embarrassed, that she’d been so mean to the young doctor. It wasn’t his fault she’d taken his offer of help, with the stipulation of a dinner date, as borderline prostitution. Her mother had lived her life letting men do things for her, and then she’d dated them. Of course Candy’s dates had actually been nothing more than sex in exchange for whatever the favor or trinket had been. And if she’d been particularly lucky, she’d actually get one to marry her, and he’d be the only one spending time in her bedroom for the short duration of the marriage.
 
   But that had been the exception where her mother was concerned, not the rule.
 
   When she was younger, and known only as Sissy, Sharon hadn’t understood it wasn’t common for a daughter to watch her mother take a strange man into her bedroom for an hour or so, then watch him leave only to have another arrive soon after. She hadn’t known what it was her mother did, only that when her “friends” came over for “grown-up time,” Sissy was to stay in her own room and watch the little black and white TV Candy bought for her from the Goodwill store.
 
   By the time she was fifteen she’d spent so much time in front of the TV she’d gotten fed up and, one winter evening, decided to join her mother, and ask her to let her hang out with the adults.
 
   It was the first time she ever saw a man’s naked butt. It was white, and large, and hairy, and it tightened and relaxed, then tightened again each time he pushed himself forward between her mother’s spread legs. She’d been too shocked to move at first and then realized her mother was being attacked when she moaned loudly.
 
   Fearlessly she had jumped onto the bed, hurled herself at his back and beat at his head until he reached back and flung her across the room where she bounced off the wall. Sissy had been too stunned to move, but she’d been lifted and dragged across the smelly bed. Her T-shirt was ripped away exposing her embarrassingly large breasts. She’d tried to cover them up as the man who attacked her mother was now attacking her, trying to strip her cotton pajamas from her hips.
 
   Her mother had screamed and hit her, though she’d been certain that was an accident, that she must have meant to hit the man, but Candy had pushed him away, and dragged her up by her hair, and threw her out of the room, slamming the door in her face.
 
   She’d stood there at that closed door shaking so hard she’d nearly peed on herself as screaming and the sounds of skin smacking skin and things crashing against the wall came from the other side of the door. She’d finally found the strength to move and ran back to her room where she’d stayed until an hour or so later when Candy came looking for her, a belt in her hand.
 
   With a black eye and a swollen, bleeding lip, Candy had crossed the room where Sharon had folded herself in—knees to chin—between her bed and the wall at the corner of the room. Her mother had pulled her up and out, away from the wall, jerked down her pajama bottoms, and forced her to lay bent over her bed so Candy could repeatedly beat her with the belt. She’d had striped bruises across her buttocks and thighs for almost two weeks.
 
   That night she’d grown up.
 
   After that Sharon hadn’t stayed in her room when men came over. She’d gotten out of the house as quickly as possible, sometimes only coming back in the wee hours of the morning and climbing in her bedroom window when she knew for certain her mother was passed out from men or booze.
 
   By the time she was sixteen she started hearing the whispers about her mother and certain men. The teasing at school began as well as the looks that told her she was no better than the trashy woman who’d given her life. She’d been hurt and humiliated and had retaliated by proving all the gossips right. Yes, she had slept with a few boys from the football team but not half the team. And she’d actually fallen in love with one. But Kyle Sanders’ father had made it crystal clear to her that she would never have a place in their lives.
 
   Once her mother was jailed for shoplifting and she was sent to live with Ms. Addie, her reputation was already so tarnished she couldn’t stand the thought of people knowing she was pregnant so she’d refused to go to school. Without missing a beat Ms. Addie made arrangements that allowed her to be homeschooled for the last months of the school year. The last time she’d seen all her classmates was the time she’d entered the school to walk down the aisle and accept her diploma.
 
   At least she’d gotten to do that. Sharon now knew some schools didn’t allow you to keep the association with the school if you were homeschooled. But Legend High did once Ms. Addie requested it of them, probably after making a large donation to the school on Sharon’s behalf. It had simplified Sharon’s life then, as well as all the following years when she’d needed proof of her education for job applications. Making all that happen was another debt she could never repay to Ms. Addie.
 
   The last thing Sharon had ever wanted after leaving Legend was to have her reputation follow her out of town. Because of Ms. Addie, it hadn’t. But she was back now and Sharon feared it would all start back up…the dirty looks, the turned up noses, the whispers that stopped abruptly. Visions of her childhood bloomed and crashed around her like a bad movie she couldn’t shut off.
 
   Most of the rumors back then, spread by the girls in her classes and even by some of the boys, were lies. In truth she’d had sex a total of three times before Kyle, and until she’d married Gerald, she hadn’t allowed another man to touch her. She shook her head, angry all the ugliness she’d buried was coming back to haunt her. She hated being back. She hated being Candy’s daughter. But mostly she hated she was once again in a position that forced her hand. She had no choice but to stay until she was able to leave.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Sharon pushed open the door. She needed to get started cleaning out the dump that her mother lived in, and she needed to get out of Legend as fast as her car would take her when that time came. For her health, for her sanity, for her soul.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake raised his brows as he pulled in behind an old red Jeep in his little silver Ford Mustang, wondering why the neighbors hadn’t called the Health Department. Though the neighborhood was old, most of the tiny modular homes along Flag Street had neatly kept lawns, low budget uniform landscaping, and were almost as pristine as if they lived under the dictates of a neighborhood association.
 
   But not this small, rundown trailer park, and certainly not Candy Clark-Tipton-Clark-Peterson-Grimes-Crane’s yard.
 
   The spots in her yard that actually had grass, or something green growing, hadn’t been mowed all season as far as he could tell. The rusting chain-link fence that fronted the small yard was broken where the links should have been attached to the poles. If there had ever been any attempt at landscaping, it was so long ago there was no longer any evidence it ever existed.
 
   After she’d left his office the day before he’d taken the time to delve further into the thick file his grandfather had made on the woman. Apparently she’d been seen many times for a variety of diseases, most of them sexually transmitted, or an indirect result of an STD.
 
   From oral herpes, to vaginal warts, to vaginal herpes, to the clap, the long list had continued over the past thirty years and finally had him dropping the folder in disgust. There was no excuse in his book for such self-mutilation. If the woman was determined to sleep around, she should have at least had enough sense to protect herself and the community she lived in. He’d been so angry at the total disregard for her fellow Legendarians he’d considered calling the police and having her arrested for wanton endangerment.
 
   But now that he saw what Sharon had been trying to tell him yesterday, up close and personal, he thought maybe he should just give her the matches she’d requested and help her light the fire to burn the pigsty to the ground, and then have Candy-Clark-Tipton-Clark-Peterson-Grimes-Crane committed to a mental institution. Nobody in her right mind lived like this.
 
   He slowly climbed from his Mustang, wondering if he could actually make himself go into the house. If the old, leaning, stained mattress and box spring, the chipped once white, now a scary brown toilet and the open garbage bag of rotting food and bloodied sanitary napkins was what sat outside on the side porch, he couldn’t imagine what it was he’d find when he went inside. But a promise made was a promise made, and he wasn’t going to wimp out on his second day on the job.
 
   The door flew open just as he was about to knock. “Oh, thank God! You’re here!”
 
   Jake wanted to snatch just Sharon up and run in an attempt to save them both. With the scarf holding back her hair, the safety goggles over her wide, desperate eyes, the protective mask over her nose and mouth, and the thick latex gloves covering her hands, she looked like an alien under attack. Before he could pull her out, she pulled him into the house.
 
   He didn’t know what to look at first as the nearly empty living room was lit with a dozen candles, their sweet fragrance still overpowered by stale tobacco, urine, and something his mind remembered from his stint in corpse studies at the morgue during college. He placed his hand over his nose and mouth, nauseated by all the smells. “We need to open some windows.”
 
   Sharon rolled her eyes and pointed to the open windows. “Already did, Doc. Try again.”
 
   He glanced around. “Where is Mrs. Crane?”
 
   Sharon pointed to the door he’d just entered. “She left about ten minutes ago. I told her to take out the nasty trash from the kitchen. She walked out the front door with it and hasn’t come back.”
 
   Well, that explained the trash on the porch. “What do you want me to do?”
 
   Sharon looked around the room, then back at him. “We need to get the couch out of here. I think she’s peed on it for years.”
 
   Jake grimaced. There was just so much he was willing to do for a patient and carrying a peed upon couch wasn’t one of them. “Let’s hire somebody to do this.”
 
   Though he couldn’t see her mouth beneath the mask, he knew she was pressing her lips together. “She can’t be paying you enough to do this,” he went on. The woman had to see reason. This went beyond the call of duty. It was gross!
 
   “She isn’t paying me anything to do this. She can’t afford extra help and neither can I. It’s me or nothing, and I have to help her if I can. Unless you want to help out of the goodness of your heart, Doc, then I’d suggest you keep those soft, lily-white hands in your pockets until you can find your way back out the door.” She blew out a breath, approached the couch with a determined stride, and then tried pulling it across the stained carpet. She barely budged it.
 
   “Have you got more gloves? Another pair of safety glasses? Disinfectant?”
 
   She turned back to him. “In the kitchen. I brought more masks, too. It helps to block some of the smell.”
 
   Jake nodded and headed in the direction he believed to be the kitchen. When he arrived, he was sickened to find he’d made it to the right place since the countertops were almost completely covered with dishes that couldn’t have been washed for years, old yellowed newspapers were strewn all about, and an army of ants crawled up the side of a yellowed refrigerator where, sometime in history, an egg had bled down it.
 
   Since it had legs, he assumed the kitchen table was beneath the mountain of open cereal boxes, cans that had once held vegetables or potted meats, more newspapers, more dirty dishes, and a half filled plastic gallon of congealed milk. There were other things on the table, but he couldn’t make himself look close enough to figure out what they were.
 
   He located Sharon’s basket of cleaning supplies and covered his hands, eyes, and mouth in an attempt to block his person from the filth. He knew now he should have stopped before entering the house, jumped back in his car, and returned to his own side of town. But his desire to step into his grandfather’s shoes and, he had to at least admit it to himself, his desire to see Sharon again, had prompted him to pass the filth outside to step into the filth inside. Now he had no choice but to follow through and help her as best he could.
 
   Because she intrigued him.
 
   He wasn’t used to women blowing him off. If anything he was usually pursued by women who enjoyed his looks, position, and charm. He didn’t kid himself. He had a mirror and knew he had the equipment considered desirable in today’s dating market. He enjoyed the benefits and worked out regularly to stay in shape, but he usually ignored the gifts of his looks since he hadn’t had anything to do with creating them.
 
   He liked women, enjoyed their presence most of the time, but he’d always had to keep an eye out for those who wanted to be with him for all the wrong reasons. His looks and his status as a doctor were marketable assets he didn’t want to come into play in a romantic relationship. He wanted his relationships with women to be based on their interests being similar, their personalities being compatible, and, if there was any chance of a long term future together, their life goals going in the same general direction. Sure, the attraction had to be there, on both sides, but he knew looks would fade with time and the soul of the person was what really mattered.
 
   Jake shook his head as he returned to the living room, unable to fathom a woman interesting him enough to make him disregard all his germ phobias. But Sharon had, and he needed to determine if his interests were as shallow as soothing the hurt feelings caused by her outright rejection of him, or if it went deeper.
 
   He found her unscrewing the glass shade of the room’s single ceiling light fixture while standing on the back of the couch she’d somehow moved to the center of the room. She pulled the cheap square piece of glass down, only to have dried dead bugs rain down to the floor and one very healthy roach crawl out onto her gloved hand.
 
   She emitted a small scream, before pitching the glass to the cushion of the couch, and then she smacked her hands together several time, shivering. “I can’t do this!”
 
   “I’ll pay to have it done!”
 
   She jumped, nearly falling from her precarious perch. “Oh, I didn’t know you were still here.”
 
   He held out his gloved hand and she placed her gloved hand in it before she stepped down. “I just had to gear up. But I’ll pay you if you will leave here with me right now and let me call in a professional hazmat team.” He stared at her through their two safety goggles. “I’m serious.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Oh, how she wanted to. Sharon closed her eyes, refusing to give in to temptation. She couldn’t be beholden to him, or any man. She couldn’t allow him to have that, or anything, to hold over her head. She would never again depend on a man to complete her. And she couldn’t, and absolutely wouldn’t, be in anyone’s debt.
 
   “I can’t take your money.” She held out her hand, hoping he’d shake it. “But I appreciate you coming by. Believe me, I won’t hold it against you for leaving.”
 
   Jake stared at her hand, his brows drawn together. He slowly took it into his own, but it wasn’t the one he would have used for a handshake. He was actually holding her hand.
 
   “Work for me then. I need a new receptionist. Grandpa’s old one needs to retire. She won’t wear her dentures and today was crazy. She’d prepared the exam room, stirrups and all, for me to give an old man a pap examination. Then the twenty-year-old woman who came in for diet pills had prostate exam written on her chart, and finally, she wrote up a prescription for me to sign giving an infant Rogaine.
 
   “Do me a big favor and show up in my office in the morning. She said she couldn’t retire until she knew I’d be well taken care of. In exchange I’ll pay you a small amount and put some aside to pay off hiring someone else to come in here and clean this place out. I swear I’d be in your debt.”
 
   Sharon wanted to kiss him. Not with passion, but with gratitude. Any other option he could have come up with would have forced her to remain here to clean even though she was literally sickened by the mess her mother was making of her life and had made of her house. But his offer was perfect. She could work for him just long enough to pay off the debt of getting her mother’s house cleaned, do everything in her power to get Candy to clean up her act, and in the meantime maybe even make enough to carry her through until she could leave. Once all her objectives were accomplished, she could sell the cabin, move on with a clear conscience and enough money, if she was extra frugal, to get her and Kyle started somewhere else.
 
   True, there was the possibility of being recognized, but she hadn’t really been personally known to all that many people outside of her age group growing up, and it was quite likely all Old Doc’s patients, now Young Doc’s patients, would be too old to remember her anyway, if they ever knew she existed to start with. She smiled up at him, “I accept.”
 
   Relief relaxed his face and stance. “Good. Can we please get the hell out of here?”
 
   Sharon nodded and couldn’t head for the front door fast enough. “Nothing would make me happier.”
 
   It was embarrassing to pass the filth on the front porch, but she was washing her hands of her mother’s folly. At least for today. She turned back to the adorable doctor who followed her out of the house like the hounds of hell were on his heels, too. He stopped beside her at the door of her Jeep. “I can’t thank you enough. I’ll be at the office first thing in the morning.”
 
   Jake held up his hand. “Look, I know you aren’t attracted to me, and that may be for the best since we’ll be working together, but have dinner with me. I have to eat. You have to eat. Nothing more, I promise.”
 
   Sharon suppressed a laugh, amused the man could believe any woman wouldn’t be attracted to his dark hair, deep blue eyes, cleft chin, and delightfully kind nature. Of course in the interest of self-preservation, she’d never let him know that he was too cute for words. She took a long breath. After dining with a sullen teen in her room the last couple of nights while awaiting permission to start cleaning her mother’s house, she was more than ready for a change of pace. Not that the room wasn’t first rate, it was, but she was tired of Kyle demanding she find his father and she sure didn’t want to dine at her mother’s house.
 
   “I have to go back to the lodge and get cleaned up and have something sent up for my son, then I’d love a change of pace. No lodge food, though. It’s great, but I’d like to get away from there for a couple of hours.” She looked down at the nastiness that now covered her clothing, disgusted to find a large brown spot of questionable origins. “I think I’ll just trash this outfit. It isn’t worth going to a Laundromat for the few clothes I need to wash, and I’m not about to put these in with the rest of my laundry.”
 
   Jake looked her over, his mouth twisted in distaste. “Can’t say I blame you. But you’re welcome to use my washer and dryer if you want. Gramps had new units put in before giving me the house.” He grinned. “Being the only child of an only child has several perks.”
 
   Sharon couldn’t imagine living a life where things were just handed to you. Her mother had never given her anything without a stipulation. Even if she’d wanted something as small as a snack after school, she’d had to mop the kitchen floor, or clean the bathroom, or wash their car—when her mother hadn’t left it with one of the many title loan places that were even now a blot on the Tennessee landscape. Since Legend hadn’t had one, Candy had dealt with loan sharks from Pigeon Forge to Knoxville and had almost lost her car twice because the money she’d expected to make in those weeks hadn’t been forthcoming. That started happening more and more often as Candy’s age and lifestyle started to show on her. And it explained why her mother now drove a car that was indistinguishable as far as make and model, not to mention age. The only thing Sharon could surmise was she’d traded sexual favors to a guy who owned a junk yard, and the man had welded together something that ran while it smoked from the tailpipe like a fire-breathing dragon.
 
   School supplies like paper, pencils, or spiral notebooks were considered luxuries and upped the level of cleaning to windows, or shampooing the carpet with the rented unit from the Piggly Wiggly, or scrubbing the kitchen and bathroom floors on her hands and knees. If she dared to ask for anything as grand as a new outfit, Sharon would have had to clean the entire house, pull all the weeds from a yard that was predominantly weeds, and usually the reward was withheld because she hadn’t done the assigned job good enough. Of course they’d both known she had, but to argue would result in a beating that would leave stripes on her butt and legs for weeks.
 
   Anger shook Sharon as each memory resurfaced, but she made herself take slow breaths to work through it. It was no wonder her mother’s house had gone completely to pot. She hadn’t been there as slave labor. And damned if she was going to allow Candy to pull her back into that degrading place again.
 
   “No, but thanks. These go straight to the trash as soon as I get back to my room.”
 
   Jake nodded and headed to his car. “I’ll pick you up in about an hour, if that works for you.”
 
   She almost told him she’d meet him, just so it wouldn’t seem like a date, but she didn’t want to seem petty considering he was handing her the biggest gift anyone had ever given her…after Ms. Addie, of course. A job, a break from the mess her mother had made of her life, and her dignity. “Make it an hour and a half. I will need to scrub for a long time to get this ick off me!”

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake spent the next hour back at his house cleaning himself up. He’d barely touched anything in Candy Crane’s house, but just being in there had made him feel creepy, so he understood Sharon’s need to scrub off all the filth she’d acquired before his arrival at that house. Still, he was determined not to think about her standing in a shower, naked, running her hands all over herself while rivers of water streamed down her body.
 
   No! He absolutely would not think about that.
 
   He washed quickly, ignoring that certain parts of his anatomy had already reacted to that thing he wasn’t going to think about, enjoying the strategically placed showerheads spraying water down from the shower’s ceiling and from two levels on each of the three tiled walls. The large modern facility with its frosted glass door was just one of the many upgrades his grandfather had installed before handing the lake house over to him, and he felt like a total brat. But who was he to complain over being so loved?
 
   He never took the blessings in his life for granted. And he knew he had many. To be raised by adoring parents who’d been strict, but fair. To have always had a very nice roof over his head and nutritious food available to eat were not things everyone had. The education he’d gotten had taken hard work and dedication on his part, but the reputations and connections of both his parents and grandparents had allowed him to pick and choose what it was he wanted to do with his life, and they’d supported him and helped him in attaining those goals.
 
   There would never be any excuses available for him to claim, so failure was not an option. It wasn’t even a consideration. His thoughts turned back to Sharon. He had failed with her. At least so far. True, he was taking her to dinner, but only because he’d convinced her he wasn’t interested in anything other than food. And she’d seemed to warm up to him a little. That was good. One small step in the right direction.
 
   Apparently his offer of a better job than her current one of taking care of that filthy woman was a good move. The problem was he didn’t know what his next one should be. Or even if there should be a next one.
 
   He liked her. Or maybe it was lust pure and simple since she was an extremely fine-looking woman. Downright beautiful in fact, with her rich cinnamon-blond streaked hair framing smooth creamy skin. And her eyes…so wide and blue and earnest… arrested him every time she looked his way. And her figure! Holy smoke! When had women gone back to having a figure? The plastic world of unnaturally large globelike breasts on boyishly slim, no-hipped bodies was what he’d gotten used to, but Sharon was a natural beauty with actual meat on her bones. Her breasts were large, yes, but if they were surgically enhanced, he wanted to take out stock in that physician’s business. She was proportionately exquisite with her small waist and the flare of hips that gave her the old-fashioned figure like the woman painted on the side of the B-17 bomber his great-grandfather flew back in 1942 during World War II.
 
   Jake had always loved the faded black and white picture of the man he’d never met, standing at the nose of that fighter airplane. It sat on his mother’s grand piano right next to a current picture of him. He took after his great-grandfather in looks, build, and if the sassy grin on Garret Parker Sr.’s face at the time the photo had been taken was any indication, they shared a sense of humor, too.
 
   Maybe that was what really captured him. He’d met a woman with such earnest eyes combined with a killer body, who reminded him of one of his favorite things. But it was more than her resemblance to the “pin-up gal” on his great-grandfather’s warplane. Her seriousness, her need to do the right thing in spite of the icky situation in which she’d found herself once she realized what taking care of that woman involved, her complete disregard for the attributes which, put bluntly, made her a babe, made him want to poke at her a little. Maybe a lot if she ever gave him half a chance.
 
   He was considered fun by his friends, and he wanted to make her one of them if she wasn’t interested in a more personal relationship, though it was certainly going to be hard to think of her as just a friend. He wanted to make her smile. Maybe get her to lighten up enough to realize the weight of the world wasn’t hers to bear. And if he was luckier than seemed to be the current case, perhaps convince her he was not a bad catch.
 
   The fact that Sharon hadn’t already decided that for herself was a new and confusing experience, which meant he got to pursue rather than being pursued. That in itself had him hopped-up and ready to roll up his sleeves.
 
   He couldn’t very well hire her then sexually harass her. Unless he hired her and acted like he wasn’t interested. Give her time to see what a great guy he was. Jake shook his head. What was he doing? If she wasn’t interested, then she just wasn’t interested. There was nothing that said she had to be attracted to him. Although he’d never experienced rejection before that didn’t mean he couldn’t handle it like a man now.
 
   Sure, he was new in town, but he didn’t have to attach himself to the first woman he met after relocating to Legend. Come to think of it, maybe that was just the ticket. Maybe he could date other women, check out the pond and see just how many fish were worth reeling in. Maybe even ask Sharon’s advice about this one or that one.
 
   He grinned, liking the idea more and more. There was the very real possibility he’d find an equally beautiful woman who wasn’t so much work. And if not, it would at least keep Sharon’s mind on the fact that he was with other women.
 
   Jake frowned. The plan had flaws, sure. In order for it to bother her at all, she had to care. Well, he’d just have to make her care. And he was going to start right after he took care of his still rock hard, hard-on. There was no way he’d entertain an evening out with her without getting that little problem out of the way.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharon stood under the shower’s spray long after scrubbing herself clean. The warm streams of clear water running down her body felt like a lover’s caress as they caught on, then fell from, her hardened nipples like miniature waterfalls. Her body had betrayed her, reacting to Jake’s attractiveness, even as her mind still struggled to reject all things male.
 
   She didn’t want to be anything like the woman the entire town of Legend scorned. She had stopped wanting to have anything at all to do with Candy toward the end of her senior year of high school, the day the Sanders’ patriarch made it clear her kind was too far beneath him and his to ever be considered worthy of his precious son’s attention.
 
   That he’d finally convinced Kyle of it had been an eye-opener, because she knew then, as now, he had been in love with her, too. He had wanted her for her body, yes, he was a teenage boy after all, but he had loved her for her. Whether they played or fought, laughed or cried, he had loved her. It was the first time in her existence she’d thought of the possibility of a different life than the one she’d been born into.
 
   After leaving Legend she’d found Gerald. No, she’d never loved him as deeply, but she had loved him. At least she thought so at the time. Now she wondered if it was mere need. Sharon had fought hard to build a decent life with him. Never allowing her sexual needs to take over in case her genetic makeup really did predispose her to wantonness. She had thought he’d wanted a lady for a wife. And she hadn’t really had any choice but to be a lady, as her two jobs kept her too worn out to ever make sexual advances toward him. In some ways his in-and-out, two-minute screw was as much a relief as a disappointment.
 
   Now she was back at square one. Experiencing attraction where she should feel nothing. She hadn’t expected to feel anything for anyone so soon after the disaster of her broken marriage. Numbness had suited her just fine since Gerald walked out. She didn’t want to experience anything, much less an attraction to a devilishly delicious doctor who had no idea that she was related to the town whore.
 
   No, not just related to, but the daughter of. Good grief, he’d run like the hounds of Hell were after him if he had any idea who she was. It was a mistake to take him up on his offer of employment. Sooner or later someone would recognize her, and he would have to embarrass them both when he fired her.
 
   What had she been thinking? Was she really so desperate to have someone else clean up the mess her mother had made of not only her home but her life?
 
   Well, yes.
 
   That was the absolute truth no matter how pitiful it made her. She couldn’t go back in that house and deal with what were quite simply the nastiest things she’d ever seen or touched. How her mother lived there was completely beyond her. But her mother had never been one to lift a finger that didn’t involve sexual satisfaction or financial gain.
 
   With both index fingers, Sharon pushed her nipples in and held them until they were no longer rock hard. She wouldn’t allow them or the warm center between her legs to react to the man just because he had, and was, everything any woman would want. She would work for him and allow him to clean up her mother’s house out of her paycheck, but that was it. There would never be any more thoughts about how gorgeous he was, nor that he’d been handed everything she could never possibly attain on her own.
 
   Sharon stepped from the shower and quickly dressed, donning a dress that hung like a potato sack until she added the loose belt. It was the latest style, something she was happy about since she knew it completely obliterated any indication she had a shapely body. If anything, because of her large breasts, it made her look slightly chubby. And that was just fine. Jake Parker wouldn’t ever bother to ask her out again after tonight. She would just be his employee for the duration of her indenture, find a buyer for the cabin Ms. Addie left her, and then she would kiss him and Legend goodbye forever. Figuratively speaking, of course.
 
   ****
 
   Candlelight, soft music, and Jake Parker in a suit were all conspiring to make her forget her commitment to look at him as only an employer. His tall frame, dark hair, and genuinely friendly manner held her transfixed through both the salad and the main course of baked salmon, steamed veggies, and a baked sweet potato.
 
   He’d ordered them a dessert to share as well, something she was certain she couldn’t eat, while he continued to talk about his family’s history. Rather than being bored, which is what she would have expected, she was envious he’d grown up in not only an environment of love, but one so squeaky clean she knew he would be appalled if her own history was revealed.
 
   Jake’s great-grandfather was a highly decorated war hero who was now interred at the National Cemetery in Washington, D.C. His grandfather, Old Doc, was retired now and living in Florida, but had been Legend’s beloved doctor for over fifty years. Jake’s father was a brain surgeon, who had radically altered a surgical procedure that was now less invasive than the previous protocol, increasing the number of successful operations and life expectancies of those afflicted. Even his mother was a scientist, and she, too, had accolades in the medical community. She’d found the gene that triggered a disease Sharon had never heard of. Apparently it was a big deal, as his mother had been given some very prestigious award and now had funding in the billions to develop the cure.
 
   These people all lived charmed lives. Nothing like her own. She couldn’t help but sit and wonder just what her own life would have been like if just normal people had raised her. She didn’t need all the limelight that had been a part of the lives of those who Jake came from. She would have been more than happy to have just had a mother and father who worked at a factory, who came home to each other and to her and maybe even siblings at the end of the day. She would have given anything to sit down at a meal with those people around the table, laughing and fighting, but still loving each other in spite of it all.
 
   “I’m talking your ears off. I can see I finally lost you.”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “No. Your family sounds wonderful. I wonder if you really know how lucky you are.”
 
   He shrugged. “Actually I do. I realize my life is about as sweet as they come.” Jake shook his head. “I had a roommate in college my freshman year. He struggled to work two jobs, maintain his grades, and still have enough money left over for fun and dates. Once I realized how hard he had it, I stopped being such a brat, throwing money away like it was water. We became and still are best friends. It was a reality check I needed, and it helped me see I needed to focus my time on those who had less than me.” His lips twisted. “I learned I was in the minority.”
 
   “You only realized that once you got to college?”
 
   Jake laughed at himself. “Yes. I guess you think everybody lives the same way you do until something or someone opens your eyes. My mom and dad never mentioned money. Ever. It was just always there to be spent on whatever. Once I learned not everyone has that, it really humbled me. In fact, for about two years I was so embarrassed to realize we were quite well to do, I pretended to be as broke as the rest of the kids I was friends with.”
 
   Sharon felt her lips lift. “Two years? You acted poor for two years?”
 
   Jake’s shrugged. “Only at college. My mom finally told me I was being ridiculous and looked like a peasant. That I could do more for people if I stopped trying to hide who I was but embraced it and actually got my hands dirty. She was right. I interned at a clinic where the median income was usually less than ten thousand a year. That was a real eye-opener. And it was the best training I could have gotten anywhere.
 
   “But enough about me. Tell me about your family.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Jake knew he’d talked too much, but something inside of him had taken over his brain and he was seriously afraid it was Little Jake. Not that he’d ever thought of naming his penis before, but since his sex seemed to be driving his behavior at the moment, maybe naming it wasn’t out of order. Or maybe he was just thinking about it too much.
 
   Little Jake seemed to find it necessary to brag about Jake’s family, something Jake assured himself he never did. Yes, he did want Sharon to like him and hoped she found him attractive, but her total lack of interest had him doing something he never did, which was to use the power and influence of his family name to get a girl’s attention.
 
   “I have no family…to speak of.”
 
   Jake stared at her, knowing he looked like a total cretin now. Here he’d gone on and on, and she must have been sitting there the entire time wishing he would shut up and let her eat in peace. “I’m sorry. And here I’ve been going on and on about mine.”
 
   Sharon shrugged and then bit her bottom lip. “Your family sounds very nice. Mine was different. We were poor. There just isn’t much to tell.”
 
   Jake wanted to ask so many questions but she was making it clear she had no interest in telling him more details about herself. If he had a brain in his head, he’d concede and leave her alone. But the more she shut him out, the more he wanted in. Which meant Little Jake was still in control. Well, he was taking control back. “I’ll need you to come in at nine tomorrow, but at eight thereafter.”
 
   The sudden change of topic had Sharon visibly relaxing, making him realize that she’d evidently been tense before and he hadn’t noticed. “If that works for you.”
 
   She smiled, a brilliant, natural smile. This was new and Little Jake perked right back up, making it necessary for Jake to shift in his seat. Her bright, slightly overlapping front teeth gave her just a hint of an overbite, and he found it incredibly sexy.
 
   “That works great for me.” Her smile melted. “About that house. What do you need me to do?”
 
   Jake knew she was talking about Candy Crane’s house, but she seemed embarrassed to bring it up. “No worries. I’ll make a few phone calls and within a week, or maybe two, it’ll be clean as a whistle. You can hand in your resignation now, and be free of that obligation.”
 
   Sharon looked confused for a moment before her gaze cleared. “Oh…okay.”
 
   Jake didn’t question her strange reaction. She was a very private person and he could respect that. He just hoped, over time, she would loosen up and open up a little. And if he could ever convince her he was worthy of more than employment, he hoped she’d open up a lot.
 
   He reached beneath the table and adjusted himself, glad the restaurant was nice enough to have tablecloths that covered his movements. He didn’t want Sharon or anyone else to see that where she was concerned, Little Jake was being a complete pest.
 
   “Is there a doctor in the house?”
 
   The yell, coming from across the room, had Jake on his feet immediately. He sprinted past tables and patrons rising to their feet to the location where several people surrounded a middle-aged gentleman laying prone on the floor. “I’m a doctor. Please step back, folks, and give him some room. Someone call nine-one-one.” He knelt down and felt for a pulse, then immediately began CPR. The man was unresponsive, but he continued to concentrate on saving the life for the next eight minutes until the emergency services arrived to take over.
 
   He turned back to tell Sharon he’d be going to the hospital and would send her home in a cab, but she was nowhere in sight. Frowning, he turned back to the patient and followed the crew to the waiting ambulance. He took another moment to look around, but Sharon had disappeared. Tomorrow would have to be early enough to ask her what was up. Right now he knew his mind and energies had to focus on the man being loaded for the short trip into town.
 
   Three hours later, after getting Ben Ingvall stabilized, meeting some of the hospital’s evening emergency room staff, and reassuring Mr. Ingvall’s family that he was doing as well as could be expected, Jake stepped from the hospital into the mild evening air.
 
   Though he was tired, his thoughts turned to Sharon and the reaction she’d had to the emergency. He had to say he was disappointed she simply disappeared without a word. He understood her hesitancy to get involved, but not her need to leave. Her desire to help that Crane woman had made him think she had a lot of heart. Maybe he was wrong about her. After all, Little Jake didn’t have a brain, though he did seem to have a will of his own. Even now, just the thought of her had him stirring.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharon bit her bottom lip as she stood outside the door of the cute little lake house Old Doc Parker had converted into a clinic years before her birth. The newly painted building with its well-tended lawns looked as fresh, she was sure, as the day he’d had it built all those years ago.
 
   She was nervous. After all, she had abandoned Jake the evening before like a ninny, without a word of explanation, and now she had to face him. She knew he’d want to know what had happened to her last night, and she’d spent the better part of the night trying to figure out what to tell him. The problem was that she wasn’t a good liar. Unfortunately, she absolutely could not tell him the truth.
 
   The man on the floor had been someone she’d known from her past. He was older now, but he’d once been one of her mother’s customers. One of the ones who had thought to make time with her as well, if her mother would have been willing to make extra money for selling her daughter’s virginity.
 
   Her mother’s fury over having to lose Mr. Smith (though they all knew that wasn’t his real name) as a customer had been brutal. She’d beaten Sharon so badly that day that Sharon had missed almost an entire week of school under the pretense of having tripped down their stairs and injured herself severely. Of course there were no stairs in the singlewide trailer they’d lived in at the time, but it was a story she’d been forced to tell Old Doc, so she could get a note to take to school.
 
   Doc Parker hadn’t been fooled, but his gentle questioning had been met with a fear so ingrained he hadn’t broken through the wall she’d built to protect herself and her undeserving mother. He’d finally given up when she kept telling him it was just an accident, but she knew he knew something was really wrong. Her life had been so painfully embarrassing and filled with pain, she had to wonder again just what she was doing back in the town where all her misery had begun.
 
   Ms. Addie.
 
   If it weren’t for Ms. Addie, she wouldn’t be here and wouldn’t be meeting with Ms. Addie’s lawyer this afternoon to finally get the deed and the keys to the cabin. If it weren’t for Ms. Addie, she would be desperately looking for a place for her son and herself to live because there was no way she could have paid for an apartment and bills on the remaining minimum wage job left to her once she’d lost the other one. If it weren’t for Ms. Addie…she’d still be Sissy. That poor lost child who was never taught right from wrong, until Ms. Addie taught her another way from what she’d always known.
 
   Sharon took a moment to pay silent homage to the woman to whom she would be forever grateful. Not just because of the gift of the present, but because of all the gifts of the past. And not even the material things. The greatest gift Ms. Addie had ever given her was unconditional love. But it was also because of Ms. Addie that she was now back in Legend and facing a reality she’d long ago buried.
 
   Her son had an extended family who wouldn’t want him here any more than they would want her. She was honest with Kyle when telling him she had no idea if his father even knew about him. She also had no idea how Kyle’s father would feel finding out she and his son were back in Legend.
 
   Her biggest concern right now, however, was facing Jake. She was so embarrassed by her cowardly behavior of the night before, but more, she was infuriated her mother had put her in a position, once again, to have to hide her shame behind a lie. That, as much as anything, would force her to seek a life somewhere other than Legend.
 
   Sharon took a deep breath and tested the doorknob, not surprised, but still disappointed to find it unlocked.
 
   The front foyer was empty and still somewhat dark since the overhead lights hadn’t yet been turned on. She passed through the waiting room and opened the door to the back, a door that had, before now, been off limits until Mrs. Huff, or the doctor himself, had invited her back to the examination rooms.
 
   A shiver skittered down her spine. She’d always hated going to the doctor because her mother had insisted on going as well, which meant everyone in the waiting room whispered about them, and equally bad, Candy would have to go back to the examination room with her.
 
   For any other girl in Legend that would have been not only normal, it would have been desirable. But not for her. Every time she’d had a need for medical care, the doctor would spend as much time trying to convince Candy to alter her lifestyle and stop exposing Sharon to things little girls should never experience as he did treating his patient. He’d even once threatened to call Family Services if she didn’t clean up her act.
 
   Of course Sharon wasn’t supposed to have heard their conversations, but the thin wall separating the doctor’s office and the exam room had allowed her to hear her mother’s screaming, cursing responses. All she’d had to do was put two and two together. It hadn’t been hard. What had been hard was walking by Old Doc and pretending she hadn’t heard how rude her mother had been to him. Her shame was never-ending when it came to her mother’s antics.
 
   “So you came in after all.”
 
   Sharon stopped cold as her cheeks heated. Even telling herself she was prepared to face him this morning hadn’t prepared her after all. It was frightening, but she feared the blood in her veins wasn’t that different than her mothers. The young doctor was too adorable to ignore totally. It was time to admit it, if only to herself, the man was one fine piece of work. Tall, dark, and handsome, definitely, but it went well beyond that.
 
   His deep blue eyes with their dark straight lashes held compassion, laughter, and a hint of sass. His wide masculine lips, which usually smiled, hovered on a frown but didn’t quite accomplish it. His untrimmed, slightly shaggy sun lightened hair was probably very blond when he’d been a kid, but was now a sandy blond/brown that accentuated a healthy light tan that proved his love of the outdoors. It was easy to see he stayed healthy, though his body was more that of an amateur athlete than a body builder.
 
   Sharon took a deep breath. “I’m sorry about last night.”
 
   Mock surprise flashed in those eyes. “Really? Which part? The slightly romantic ambiance of the restaurant? The delicious meal? The stimulating conversation? Or was it that you didn’t get a little peck at the end of the evening because my attention had shifted?”
 
   When she realized her lips had parted in surprise, she snapped them closed. “Excuse me?”
 
   Jake shrugged. “Just curious what it is you were apologizing for.”
 
   Heat fueled by aggravation replaced any embarrassment she might have felt. “I am apologizing because I had an emergency and you were too tied up for me to tell you. I had to leave and felt you were too busy to bother.” On some level everything she said was completely true, but he didn’t need to know on what level.
 
   It was his turn to look surprised. “Oh. I see. So what was the emergency?”
 
   Sharon lifted her chin. “It was personal.”
 
   One side of his lips lifted. “So it isn’t any of my business.”
 
   Sharon tilted her head. “No, actually it isn’t.” She looked past him as the reception phone rang. “Should I get that? Or am I already fired?”
 
   Looking slightly offended, he stepped back to allow her to pass him. “I wasn’t going to fire you.”
 
   She walked by him, and smiled in spite of her irritation. He was cute, looking all hurt and ruffled because she’d thought he’d fire her. She hid her amusement and lifted the receiver. After a brief conversation with a Mr. Jackman, searching for the appointment book she couldn’t find, and making a note of the appointment on a sticky note, she replaced the receiver and looked around the small reception area again, and then looked up at Jake who was still hovering in the doorway. “So, where is the appointment book?”
 
   Looking slightly guilty, he turned, went across the narrow hall to his own office, and then returned with the spiral bound appointment book. He handed it to her. “Sorry. Mrs. Huff and I went over today’s schedule this morning before she left.”
 
   Sharon took it and quickly jotted Mr. Jackman in at ten o’clock, noting he had another appointment at the same time. “You have a double booking at ten,” she said, looking up to find Jake still there.
 
   “Not a problem. Mr. Jackman is just coming to get a new prescription for his erectile dysfunction problem. It won’t take but a few minutes.”
 
   Heat flared across her cheeks. “Are you supposed to tell me this? Isn’t there something about patient confidentiality?”
 
   Jake settled against the door. “While you work for me, you will be privy to pretty much everything I am about, since there will be times I’ll need you to assist, as well as every time I have to do anything with the female anatomy. We have some legal and governmental paperwork to do to set you up, but the most important thing is you never discuss anything you hear or see here at the office with anyone. Ever.”
 
   Sharon felt her cheeks heat, but she nodded and lied. “Not a problem.”
 
   A slight grin lifted his lips and Sharon was certain he was not only aware of, but also enjoying, her discomfort.
 
   “This office doesn’t have a large enough patient load on a daily basis to warrant hiring a nursing staff. Grandpa always had Mrs. Huff act as his nurse and receptionist. Since you don’t have her experience, I’ll take care of shots, but I’ll pretty much need to teach you everything else you’ll do.” He grinned. “Mrs. Huff offered to stay on for a week to teach you, but I didn’t think it was necessary. I only deal with sickness, physicals, and general family medicine here. Anything serious will be handled at the hospital and I’ll have the nursing staff at my disposal there. Think you can handle it?”
 
   As her excitement built, Sharon tried not to take too deep a breath before she nodded again. “Sure. But I do have some knowledge, well, I did….
 
   “It’s been years ago now, but I was just short of completing a medical assistant degree at a community college in Memphis.”
 
   Surprise lit his eyes and he grinned. “Wonderful! But why didn’t you complete it? If you don’t mind my asking.”
 
   Sharon shrugged, wishing she’d just kept her mouth shut. As excited as she was to get to do what she’d always wanted, she wasn’t about to tell him her lying, cheating, ex-husband forced her to quit school. That he’d promised she could go back once his education was finished. “I had too many other responsibilities at the time. I just couldn’t make it work.”
 
   Jake nodded, though his eyes held questions. Thankfully he was too polite to voice them.
 
   “Okay. Well, I’ve got a pap coming in shortly. Sixteen-year-old girl, first time. Her mother says she’s having female problems, although I think she believes the girl is pregnant but isn’t saying so until she knows for sure. I recommended sending the young lady to a woman doctor for her own comfort, but the mother insisted if a male doctor was good enough for her all these years, it was good enough for her daughter. The way she said it makes me think she’s angry at the daughter. I’ll need you to help make them both as comfortable as possible through the process, although we’re more concerned about the patient rather than the mother. If she is pregnant, there can be no judgments. We need to encourage her to continue with prenatal care, and if it comes to it, I’ll give the mother a good talking-to about the need for her to make this as stress-free for the girl as possible. But once they leave here, it’s out of our hands. Do you have any problems with that?”
 
   Sharon almost confessed she was once a pregnant teen with an angry mother but stopped as the little bell that had always heralded someone entering Old Doc Parker’s foyer rang. She breathed a sigh of relief, realizing she was literally being saved by the bell from sharing too much of herself. She didn’t know what had compelled her to even think of sharing except the young doctor’s insistence there was to be no judgment had hit a note with her. She had been judged so harshly by so many. Only Old Doc and Ms. Addie had been kind; everyone else, including her own mother, had either turned a blind eye and pretended like her growing belly was the result of overeating, or looked at her with disapproval and disdain.
 
   “Come on back and I’ll show you how to set everything up once you sign her in.”
 
   Sharon made her way to the desk that was now hers and smiled at the girl and her mother. Annalee Ashford attempted to respond, but her fear-filled gaze darted beyond Sharon to look down the short hall before her response to Sharon’s greeting was overridden by her mother’s. Jeannie Ashford stepped forward with agitated movements that had her daughter scampering to the side. Anger boiled, causing Sharon’s chest to rise and fall more markedly than normal. She knew all too well how horrible it was to face not only a mother’s wrath but also the humiliation of displaying herself to a stranger during the examination.
 
   She did as she was instructed and offered both mother and daughter smiles and asked them to fill out the medical history paperwork before hurrying to the back where Jake was waiting for her in the first of the two exam rooms. She watched and listened as he pulled a folded paper jacket and sheet from a drawer beneath the examination table and then went to the sink area and pulled out a wrapped tray that held all the necessary equipment for the exam. She slid him a glance, hoping she could hold her own as she played his nurse.
 
   Sharon bit her bottom lip, torn between confessing she would be uncomfortable participating in the process and accepting it was the job she’d signed on for. The alternative was to quit immediately and go back and clean her mother’s house. But the horrifying thought of having to clean that disease-ridden hole wasn’t really the issue. The truth was she wanted to help that girl. No matter if she was pregnant or not, the child was scared to death.
 
   “I’ve got this.”
 
   Jake stopped in the middle of telling her the process, tilted his head slightly as a grin appeared, and nodded. “Good. Please bring our patient on back.”
 
   Sharon flashed him a smile and hurried to the front of the doctor’s office that was also the doctor’s home. Although Sharon hadn’t ever been on the second floor, she remembered Old Doc talking about how nice it was not to have to travel even a mile to go to work in the cold of winter as his bones were getting old. She smiled at Annalee. “Come on back.” When her mother rose also, Sharon held up her hand. “I’ll call you back when we’re ready for you?”
 
   The look of shocked outrage registered before Sharon turned and led the daughter to the back. When she turned to close the door, Annalee was smiling at her.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Sharon grinned. “You’re welcome. Come on over here and sit down and let me get your vitals.” As she clamped the small, digitized clip on Annalee’s finger, she looked the girl over. Strawberry blond curls fit her freckled face. The green eyes were arresting, the heart-shaped face flawless.
 
   “I need to ask you a series of questions that you need to answer honestly. The first is what are you here for?”
 
   Annalee sighed. “My mom thinks I’m pregnant, but I’m not. My periods have stopped. But I haven’t had sex, so it isn’t that. I told her that, and she made me take three home pregnancy tests that came back negative, but she still doesn’t believe me.”
 
   Sharon nodded. “Okay, you need to tell Doc Parker that.” She wrote down the child’s heart rate on the new chart and placed the plastic covered thermometer probe in Annalee’s mouth, beneath her tongue. When it beeped, she removed it, trashed the plastic wrap, and recorded her normal temperature, too. As she was wrapping the blood pressure device around Annalee’s arm, she remembered Jake hadn’t gotten that far before she’d told him she had it, so she gave it a shot anyway, having had her blood pressure taken so many times over the years. To her delight, it was automated and gave her a digital read-out she could record with confidence.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   What followed for the rest of the day entailed an infant’s two-week exam, a case of lice on Tommy Winthop’s blond head which had his mother muttering about shaving his head, kidney stones blocking Mae Chester’s urinary tract, a pregnancy test, which, to the delight of the forty-three year old woman was positive, and all five Barker brothers—ranging in age from seven to seventeen—coming in for stitches following what Sharon learned was a common way of settling their sibling rivalry disagreements. To Sharon’s dismay, the two oldest ignored their cast-covered broken arms while they wrestled with each other on the waiting room’s tile flooring as their younger brothers either egged them on or threw punches at each other. And all this while their mother was in the examination room with Jake because she thought she wanted official verification she was carrying Barker baby number six before imparting the delightful news to her husband.
 
   Sharon knew she would have been horrified at the prospect, but through it all, the young doctor met and charmed not only Mrs. Barker, but all of his patients as well. All the females were more than half in love with him, and the men looked at him as if he were their best friend. Even the father of the seventeen-year-old girl, whose baby-daddy arrived unexpectedly for the infant’s first check-up, did a one-eighty after meeting Jake. Once the good doctor took Cecil Moore aside and they’d had a quiet discussion, the new grandfather’s entire demeanor changed from barely suppressed anger to dignified acceptance. She had to give Jake points for his bedside manner.
 
   And for professionalism.
 
   True to his word, Jake treated her with respect and nothing more. It was necessary. It was expected. And it was certainly what she wanted. But at the same time she found herself a little annoyed he was turning out to be everything she could have dreamed of in a man, and there was no way on God’s green earth she could do anything about it.
 
   To add insult to injury, he smelled like heaven. A spicy sharp scent she knew well, as she’d worked part-time at Abercrombie the previous Christmas for additional income after one of her two other jobs cut her hours. The men’s fragrance was one she would have loved to have bought for her husband at the time since she’d had no clue what was coming, but they couldn’t afford such extravagances and she’d ended up buying him a couple pairs of boxer shorts instead, using her temporary employee discount.
 
   Thinking about it now re-ignited a fury she still had to work hard to bury. She was certain he still wore her gifts, but he had made the excuse that he’d had no money to buy her a gift. That was true. He’d taken what little money she’d saved from all her jobs and bought his nurse a diamond engagement ring, which she’d learned about on Christmas day while cleaning out his scrub pockets to wash them. The receipt had surprised and delighted her until the day ended with him unexpectedly stating he needed to go back to work and her receiving nothing. Confused, she left her son in front of the television with his pawnshop game station and took the bus the three miles to the hospital. She never got off the bus because he and his nurse were out front, her laughing and repeatedly hugging him between long looks at her ring finger.
 
   Sick, betrayed, she stayed on the bus until it made the rounds all the way back to her apartment. Her son had taken one look at her, rose, and asked what was wrong. She couldn’t tell him, afraid his anger would outlast her own. But in the end it hadn’t mattered. Once Nurse Nancy accepted the proposal, Gerald no long pretended to care. It was a very ugly beginning to an even uglier end.
 
   Shaking off memories that could quickly become depressing, Sharon looked around her and still couldn’t believe how much her life had changed in such a short period. As soon as she left work this afternoon, which was going to pay more than she had made in her two previous full-time jobs combined, she and Kyle were finally going to get to move into the cabin Ms. Addie left her. And even though she still had every intention of putting it up for sale as soon as it made sense to do so, she suddenly wasn’t in as much of a hurry as she’d planned to be when she first decided to return to Legend.
 
   She’d desperately needed a break. A home that was paid for, a job that would feed her and Kyle and then some, and to have her mother’s mess dealt with by someone other than herself were the biggest breaks she’d had. Ever. There was no way she was going to look these gift horses in the mouth. If she ended up with any biting results down the road, then she’d deal with them then. As long as no one made it hard on her son if they recognized her, she’d take the blows anyone wanted to send her way.
 
   Sharon blew out a breath and smiled as Jake walked from his office and approached.
 
   “Was that the last one?”
 
   Sharon didn’t even have to look down at the appointment book. All fourteen of Jake’s appointments had shown up and were taken care of, as were the four walk-ins as well. “Done. It was a good day?”
 
   Jake nodded. “Yeah, it was. I was concerned when I first agreed to take over Grandpa’s practice, thinking maybe his patients would go elsewhere. I guess that isn’t the case.”
 
   Sharon grinned at him, wondering if he knew how cute his five o’clock shadow made him. “They all had the nicest things to say about your grandfather when they came in, and about you as they were going out. I think you’re a big hit.”
 
   Jake walked over to the front door and turned the locks, flipped the sign from open to closed, and then closed the blinds. He turned back to her then and studied her. “They had some really nice things to say about you, too.”
 
   Surprise lifted Sharon’s brows as well as increased the rate of her heart. “I just signed them in and out.”
 
   Jake approached to stop right before her desk. “Seems a couple of them knew you from when you were a kid. Said you had a hard life and they were glad to see you were doing so well now. Said you are even prettier now than when you were in your teens. I told them I didn’t know you then, but I sure could agree now that you are a beautiful woman.”
 
   Not knowing what to say, or ask for that matter as curiosity was mixed with trepidation, Sharon turned off the monitor to her computer and closed the appointment book. “So, you know then.”
 
   Jake’s brows went up. “Know what?”
 
   ****
 
   An acrobatic tampon was hardly the thing to have when you were trying not to call attention to yourself.
 
   Her face flushed with heat, Sharon stared at the offensive object that had flown, flipped, and landed on the checkout counter between her and the teenage boy wearing the Piggly Wiggly apron over his shirt and jeans. She forced herself to take a breath, return the tampon to her purse, and remove the wallet she had been reaching for when the embarrassing incident happened. She kept her eyes lowered as she counted out the cash to pay for the few items she was purchasing, hoping no one in the very silent, long line behind her would speak to her before she made her escape.
 
   “Sissy! Oh my gosh, Sissy! Is that you?”
 
   Something hard and heavy hit the inside of her stomach. Even after all these years, the voice making the exclamation from behind her was unmistakable. Instead of acknowledging the girl who had once claimed to be her best friend, Sharon lifted her head as far as the black-lettered, white nametag on the clerk’s chest. It read Joey McClain, which meant the kid was related to Martin McClain, the local realtor. Of course being related to a McClain wasn’t much of a stretch in Legend. There were nearly as many McClains as there were blades of grass in the small valley town. She was almost certain there had been one in nearly every grade level from kindergarten to her graduating class way back when. No doubt the McClains were still busily populating the town.
 
   Since she couldn’t continue to stare at the kid’s chest, Sharon turned to the woman whose voice had made everything inside of her cringe. Mary Broadbent still worked at the Piggly Wiggly too, if her smock was any indication. “Hi, Mary.”
 
   “As I live and breathe! I thought you’d left town for good.”
 
   You’re not the only one.
 
   Knowing there was no way around it, Sharon took her change, lifted her bag, and faced Mary fully as she stepped away from the counter. “I’m in a hurry, but it’s good to see you, Mary.” Not!
 
   Of course Mary wasn’t having any of that. She was hot on Sharon’s heels as she headed to the doors.
 
   “Wait! Where are you staying? How long are you in town? We need to catch up!”
 
   Sharon tried not to let her horror show. The last thing she wanted was to chat with someone who would spread her return all over town. The confusion on Jake’s face when she’d asked him if he knew was enough to tell her he didn’t, and she didn’t need anything about her past, or her present for that matter, getting back to him.
 
   Even though today had been her first day on the job, she’d loved it. She hadn’t had to clean out restrooms for eleven floors of corporate offices. She hadn’t had to wait tables and put up with groping hands. She hadn’t had to shampoo and clip hair that left her smelling like a dirty dog when she was done. No, she didn’t have to do any one of the long list of jobs she’d had to do over the past decade plus. For the first time in her life, she was working at something that had always interested her.
 
   And she hadn’t had to go home to a loveless marriage at the end of the workday.
 
   Instead she’d sat at a desk and started loading Old Doc’s patient files into the computer program Jake only had to show her once. She’d gotten to talk to people who treated her with respect. And she’d gotten an opportunity to see kindness in the way he treated everyone who came to him, regardless of financial circumstances or position. But if Jake found out the woman he’d hired was the disgraced daughter of the icky woman he’d treated, then he’d have no choice but to cut her loose, and she wasn’t ready to be cut loose yet.
 
   Sharon quickly put her purchases in the passenger seat of her Jeep and relocked the door before heading down the street. She needed a moment with the lawyer Ms. Addie’s letter indicated held the keys to her future. She just hoped the cabin was in as good a shape as that dear woman had believed. New job or not, her till was barely in the black, and repairs would be outside of her means until she could save up a little. So her need for that particular job was legitimate, she assured herself, and it had nothing at all to do with the fact that she worked for an adorable doctor. None at all.
 
   Twenty minutes later, keys in hand, Sharon headed back to her car, relieved to see the sidewalks of Legend were deserted as people were likely home from work preparing dinner, or perhaps already eating it. She couldn’t wait to pick up Kyle from football practice and head to the cabin to begin her own preparations for dinner. Of course they’d have to carry in the pots and pans still boxed up in the back of the Jeep, as well as the dishes and utensils. But Kyle could take care of carrying in all their belongings while she started the meal and then they’d see what was what.
 
   According to Mr. Winchester, the cabin was completely furnished, the electricity had been turned on as soon as she called and told him she was headed to Legend, and the water came from a well that would allow them both the benefit of its spring fed purity, as well as there being no water bill. He assured her the additional electricity used to pump the water into her cistern, which also caught rainwater, was minimal as it only kicked on when the water level dropped. Since there was only her and Kyle, he’d felt she wouldn’t even notice the few cents more it would add each month.
 
   Thinking life couldn’t get any sweeter, she returned to her Jeep and hurried to Legend High with a smile on her face and joy in her heart. Life had never been this easy. Not once.
 
   A stirring of unease lifted its ugly head at the thought. Maybe this was all too easy. What if she got used to it and it was kicked out from under her again? She came here with no expectations but to get the money from the cabin Ms. Addie left her. That’s all she’d expected to begin with, and she knew she needed to remember that.
 
   Sharon clamped her teeth together and shook her head to shake off the sudden panic. All she had to do was take one day at a time. Please the adorable doctor with her work ethic. Stay as far away from her mother as possible. Only go into town to shop when it was absolutely necessary. And save every penny she could get her hands on in case she had to grab Kyle and run. After all, she was back in Legend, and it would be dangerous to start thinking it could be permanent. Very dangerous indeed.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   The cabin was more than she expected. Neat, clean, charmingly rustic, the two-story structure had more than enough room for her and Kyle to live in comfort. Unlike the apartment she’d shared with Gerald for all those miserable years, there was room to breathe, to relax, and to enjoy a view of not only the woods and wildlife therein, but from the wide deck off the kitchen, there was also an amazing view of the lake and the town below.
 
   The room she chose as her own was on the first floor behind the small kitchen that opened into the living room, separated only by an island long enough for the two tall stools. They sat on the lounging area side of the island, which meant Kyle could sit and talk to her while she prepared their meal. The island was deep enough to hold both a dishwasher, an amazing luxury she’d never had, and much needed storage for her pots and pans, plastic containers, and three drawers for both eating and cooking utensils as well as a place to store…whatever. The wall that backed up to her bedroom had a white stove that she was certain was older than she was, which matched the short, rounded refrigerator of the same era. That both looked as nice as they did, and worked as well as they surely ever had, was amazing.
 
   The counter space was adequate, the sink deep and wide, and the cabinets above it all had once been remodeled, she supposed, as they had glass-fronted doors and interior lights that came on when she flipped the switch next to the sink that also lit the lighting over the sink. To her delight a small rectangular drop-leaf table sat against the log wall off to the right of the kitchen. There had never been a need to have a kitchen table before, but she loved the idea should she and Kyle decide to dine formally.
 
   Sharon stared at the table as she remembered Ms. Addie’s gentle words the first time they were to share a meal and Sharon had refused. She’d just been placed in foster care after enduring the latest of Candy Clark’s endless embarrassments. She was so angry, so scared, and so defiant. But Ms. Addie hadn’t reacted to her anger with anger, which was enough to pull Sharon’s attention away from her turmoil. That was so different than what she’d been used to.
 
   From that first day, through all the days that followed, when Ms. Addie spoke in that soft voice of hers, Sharon always found herself listening and learning. Even now, all these years later, Ms. Addie’s voice and words filled the room… “A dinner table isn’t just a table where you eat dinner. It’s a train station platform where you stay still waiting for the train as you evaluate your day. It’s where you think about where you’re going next when the train arrives. And, if you’re fortunate enough to have someone riding the rails with you, it’s a time to commune with them. Share your joys and burdens and share theirs. Speak aloud your dreams and encourage theirs. Reveal your sorrows but don’t wallow in them, and once shared, they often seem lighter. Breaking bread together is more than about food, sweetheart, it’s a place of connections. Both to ourselves, as well as others.”
 
   As the soft voice faded from her mind, Sharon decided there was no need to wait for a reason to dine formally. Eating at a table, facing each other at the end of the day, talking about what was going on in both their lives, and building the relationship she should have found the time to build with him long before now would be a wonderful new tradition to start with her son. Thanks to Ms. Addie’s loving heart, she was no longer a prisoner of desperation. Instead of having to work around the clock just to eat, she could stop now and begin to live. And more importantly, make a good life for her son.
 
   Sharon finished scrambling the eggs and peeked at the toast browning in the oven before lifting a piece of bacon from the paper-towel covered plate. She nibbled on the piece as she wandered around the cabin again, just to look at this and that, still amazed it was really hers.
 
   Ms. Addie was a wonderful woman, her heart bigger than the pristine lake down below, but Sharon could never have imagined the kindhearted soul thinking of her beyond the months she’d stayed at Ms. Addie’s house.
 
   “Mom? I’ve finished making the beds. Did you know there are these really puffy mattresses on them?”
 
   Sharon turned and smiled at her son. His excitement at finding they owned not only their own home, but also several wooded acres around it, was evident from the moment they arrived. He was happy to help her get everything done quickly so he could explore his new surroundings. “They’re feather mattresses. Made from goose down. Ms. Addie loved feather mattresses.”
 
   “Is something burning?”
 
   “Yikes!” Sharon quickly made her way across the room to take the eggs off the burner, stirring them vigorously to keep them from sticking to the non-stick pan. “I’m so caught up in our new home I forgot there for a moment that I was making dinner.”
 
   Kyle laughed. “I know. This is really cool, Mom. I don’t know who Ms. Addie was, but I sure do like her a lot.”
 
   Seeing her son so happy for the first time in so long filled her heart with joy, but the smell of burning bread had her turning back to pull the cookie sheet with the black edged slices out. She looked from them to Kyle, and they both burst out laughing.
 
   “Scrape or toss?”
 
   Kyle’s brows shot up and he looked at her in surprise. “Really? We can toss them?”
 
   Sharon nodded. “Yes. We can’t make a habit of it, because it isn’t right to waste food when so many people go hungry, but this time it’s up to you.”
 
   Kyle walked over and examined the toast for several seconds before looking up at her. “It’s only the edges. We can scrape them. But can we make more? I’m really hungry.”
 
   Guilt hit her like a ton of bricks. “Sure. I could have made something different. I know you need more than I’ve been able to provide, but things are going to be different.”
 
   “I know he always took all your money, Mom. And I know he hit you when you wanted to spend it on me.”
 
   Sharon froze as her eyes filled with tears. When she could finally take a shaky breath, she shook her head. “Kyle… How did you know that? You were never around when…” She couldn’t even say the words.
 
   “The apartment didn’t keep sounds out, Mom. When I was in my room, I could hear him yelling at you and demanding you give him your paychecks every week. And I knew he hit you all the time when I was younger. Last year I finally told him I would call the police if he didn’t stop. I never heard him hit you again after that, but by that time you were already handing him your checks before he’d ask for them.” Anger and hurt, and even fear, were in her son’s eyes as he looked at her. “I think that’s why he left you. Because of me threatening him.”
 
   Shamed, humiliated, horrified, Sharon stared at her son. “I’m so sorry. I should have left him years ago. It wasn’t fair to you that I stayed, but I didn’t know how to leave. I even tried to convince myself I loved him and he loved me, but I know, knew, that wasn’t true.”
 
   “It’s okay, Mom. I’m not dumb. I understand. I’m just glad we’re free of him now.”
 
   Sharon nodded and made herself smile. “I am too, baby. Let’s get more toast started and eat these eggs before they get cold.”
 
   Kyle pulled out two plates and set them on the counter before retrieving the utensils. He put two pieces of slightly charcoal-grilled toast on each plate as Sharon added the eggs and bacon.
 
   “You want milk, Mom?”
 
   Sharon nodded, her chest once again filling with joy. “If we’re going to have breakfast for dinner, we have to have milk.”
 
   Kyle grinned at her, looking too old for his fourteen years. “You don’t have to follow anyone else’s rules anymore, Mom. What about soda instead?”
 
   Sharon almost agreed then shook her head. “No, milk is fine. But just to make it clear, it’s my choice. Okay?”
 
   Nodding, Kyle poured them both a glass and they carried their things to the table. She took a deep breath and held out her hand. Kyle looked at it, and then looked at her questioningly. “We are starting a new life, and I think we need new traditions, all our own. Please close your eyes and bow your head.”
 
   When he did so without missing a beat, Sharon prayed over her food for the first time since leaving Ms. Addie’s house all those years ago.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Life is good.
 
   There really was nothing Sharon could add to that thought as she smiled at the last scheduled patient for the day. She printed up his bill, took his check, and walked him to the door so she could lock it behind him. After returning to her desk to record the payment and lock the check in her little lockbox that she then locked in her desk drawer, Sharon wandered back to the examining room to start the process of cleaning.
 
   “I told you, you don’t have to clean. I can do that.”
 
   Sharon grinned at him, unable to help wishing for things she shouldn’t wish for. In the three weeks she’d been working for him, Jake had only endeared himself to her more and more. He was kind, funny, gorgeous, and made her aware, every second of every day, that she was a woman. “And I told you, I don’t mind.”
 
   “So when do I get to meet your son?”
 
   That stopped Sharon from pulling the remaining paper from atop the examination bed. “Kyle?”
 
   Jake shrugged good-naturedly. “Unless you have more sons that I don’t know about.”
 
   Sharon laughed as expected, but thought it sounded as fake as it felt. “No. I only have the one.”
 
   “So when do I meet him?”
 
   Practically choking on a comeback, Sharon blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “Come to dinner.”
 
   Delight lit Jake’s eyes. “Really? I’d love to. What do you want me to bring?”
 
   Sharon cleared her throat, wanting to tell him she didn’t mean tonight. Or ever for that matter. But she couldn’t. He seemed so pleased, and she couldn’t disappoint the only man in her life who hadn’t disappointed her. “Just yourself. About sevenish? Kyle will be home by then. He called after school and before football practice to let me know one of the coaches was bringing him and some of the other boys home since they wanted to work out an extra hour.”
 
   Jake looked at her a moment before speaking. “Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you around seven. Which means you need to leave now. I’ll finish cleaning and then hit the shower. It looks like I have a date tonight.”
 
   Sharon almost protested the label but stopped short when she saw the amusement, and perhaps a degree of dare, in his eyes. She grinned instead. “Well good for you. I’ll see you afterwards. Are you sure you’ll be done by seven?”
 
   Jake laughed long and hard, and she couldn’t help but join him.
 
   She finished up and hurried home. Wondering if the excitement she felt meant she’d completely lost her mind.
 
   Two hours later Jake showed up at her door, a bottle of red wine in one hand, and a bouquet of mixed flowers in the other. She looked from the bottle to the flowers to his smiling face, only to see the hint of dare was still there in his gaze.
 
   “Hi. Kyle isn’t home yet. His coach and the boys are going out for pizza. He asked and I couldn’t say no.”
 
   Jake followed as she backed away from the door, shutting the door behind him. Sharon blew out a breath, thinking she’d definitely made a terrible mistake in inviting him over. Somehow between the invitation that wasn’t really an invitation and getting the phone call about the pizza outing, she’d convinced herself it was no big deal. After all, she and Jake spent time alone at his office between patients, and they were both always so busy that it wasn’t awkward.
 
   She was a grown woman, one who had full control of her own mind and body. But now, with him in his street clothes that consisted of a cotton button-down shirt that brought out the color of his eyes, accentuated the broadness of his chest and the strength of his shoulders, and blue jeans that magnified the perfection of his…well, everything, she knew she’d not only fooled herself, her body had flat out lied to her mind.
 
   “These are for you.”
 
   Sharon took the bouquet Jake held out to her and reflexively lifted the flowers to her face so she could breathe in their scent. She smiled at him before turning to put them in a glass of water, hoping to keep everything light and simple. “You know this isn’t really a date. But the flowers are lovely.”
 
   Jake was right behind her but stopped on the other side of the island where he sat the wine down between them. “I’m attracted to you. That hasn’t changed.”
 
   As she turned from the sink Sharon frowned, more at the happy little jump of her heart than at him, but she didn’t disclose that tidbit of information. “I work for you. Nothing else. That hasn’t changed either.”
 
   Jake tilted his head, confusion mixed with something else she was afraid was annoyance showed in his gaze.
 
   “We get along great. I’m attracted to you. And I think sometimes, when you forget to put your guard up at work, you’re attracted to me too. So why not explore it?”
 
   Sharon looked at him, wondering if she was completely stupid. Regardless… “My life has been complicated for a long time. I’m trying to simplify it.”
 
   “I’m not complicated.”
 
   Sharon smiled. “You may not be, but I am.”
 
   Jake grinned. “How?”
 
   After sighing loudly, Sharon shrugged. “I’m a single mom, for one thing.”
 
   “I know that.”
 
   “He was the product of a high school…love.”
 
   “Happens.”
 
   “Until recently Kyle believed my ex-husband was his father. He wasn’t a nice man.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ever tell your son the truth?”
 
   “The right time never came up. It isn’t an easy thing to do, you know.”
 
   “How did he react when you finally told him?”
 
   Sharon swallowed, still filled with guilt. “I didn’t. My ex did when he decided he was through using me. Hurting me wasn’t enough for him, though. He had to hurt my son too.”
 
   “Sounds like a dick.”
 
   Sharon’s brows shot up before she barked out a laugh. “Yes. He was.”
 
   Jake’s expression remained neutral. “I’m not a dick.”
 
   “I’ve figured that out for myself.”
 
   “So what’s the problem?”
 
   Sharon didn’t know how to express the problem without revealing who she once was, and she didn’t want Jake to look at her differently than he was looking at her right now. Fortunately the bell dinged on the stove indicating the lasagna was done.
 
   More than thankful for the interruption she turned and took her raggedy old potholders from the drawer next to the stove and opened the oven’s door to lift the large baking dish out. The boiling hot sauce around the top layer of browning cheeses dripped and sizzled on the oven’s floor as the scent of the meat and tomato sauce Ms. Addie taught her to make filled the room with an amazing aroma of spices.
 
   “If that tastes half as good as it smells, I’m going to make a fool of myself.”
 
   Sharon smiled as she pulled the dish out and set it on the waiting hot-pads. She closed the oven door and glanced back. “Believe me, it does. The woman who taught me how to cook was amazing. In so many ways, really. If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t be here now.”
 
   Sharon froze, wondering what had possessed her to reveal that about herself. “She was a good friend,” she added lamely, avoiding his gaze as she snatched two plates and rounded him to take them to the small kitchen table.
 
   “Why do you do that?
 
   Sharon placed the dishes on the table and then turned back to him. “Do what?”
 
   “Say something about yourself then duck and cover.”
 
   Knowing exactly what he meant she gave him a curious look. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Jake’s brows lifted. “Yes, you do.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I didn’t take you for a liar.”
 
   Something close to fury shook Sharon to the core. “Excuse me!”
 
   Jake advanced so four steps later he was right in front of her. Sharon inhaled and then realized her mistake as his scent surrounded her. She cleared her throat. “Maybe this was a bad idea.”
 
   “Why are you afraid of me?”
 
   Sharon decided a little room was in order. Since he blocked the most direct walkway back into the kitchen, she rounded the island and made her way back to get paper napkins and glasses. “I’m not afraid of you. I’m just a private person.”
 
   “You smile when you are thinking of anything but yourself. But if the subject is you, fear enters your eyes.”
 
   Sharon was mortified. She’d had no idea she was that easy to read. No wonder Gerald had been so verbally abusive. He’d always taken great pleasure in sticking barbs into her skin with harshly thrown out words. Now she was free, she couldn’t believe she had put up with it for so long.
 
   “Look, Doc, I—”
 
   “Jake. You can get away with Doc, or Doctor, or whatever at the office. But outside of it, especially when I’m having dinner with a beautiful woman, I’m just Jake.”
 
   Short of sounding childish, Sharon knew she had no choice but to settle down and regroup. She was overreacting. And he was right…about everything. “I’m sorry. I just came out of a horrible marriage. I’m trying to figure out what I’m going to do with my life. I’m trying to figure how to best take care of my son. I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for a woman I knew as a kid. Ms. Addie left me this cabin and it came at a time in my life when I needed it most. So I’m here now. But I don’t know for how long.”
 
   Jake took the few steps bringing him back into the kitchen. “Was that so hard?”
 
   Sharon nodded. “Yes.”
 
   Apparently not expecting that answer Jake frowned. “Are you afraid the ex-husband will come looking for you? Is that why you don’t know if you’ll stay?”
 
   Shaking her head, Sharon looked at her tiny home, mostly to avoid looking at him. “No. He’s happily engaged to someone else.”
 
   “Are you unhappy here?”
 
   Honesty had her shaking her head again. But she knew she couldn’t be completely honest without revealing too much. “No. But I’m not sure I want to stay just because I have a place here. I haven’t had many choices in the last several years. So I want that freedom. Ms. Addie gave me this cabin with no stipulations. I can put it on the market immediately if I want.”
 
   Jake nodded. “I get that. But what if you decide you like living here? And your son is happy? And I want to take you out now and then, just because we are both free to do so?”
 
   Sharon’s gaze flew to his. “I can’t think about those things right now.”
 
   “Why? Because you’re plotting your freedom?”
 
   Since his words came with a grin, she grinned back. “No. Because I don’t find you the least bit attractive.”
 
   “Now I know you’re lying. I saw you looking at my butt this morning.”
 
   Sharon’s gaze sharpened in horror, because she had been, but hadn’t known he knew it. “You are full of it!”
 
   Jake laughed. ‘“Look, seriously, I really like you. At least the you you’ve allowed me to see. Take a chance here. I’m really a nice guy. Only a few skeletons in the closet, and they’re typical teen crap I’m not too proud of, but I like you, Sharon. I’m very attracted to you. I’d like the chance to explore the possibilities. But you have to want to explore them too.”
 
   Hearing that he’d made some mistakes along the way helped for some reason, though she seriously doubted his teenage mistakes were anywhere close to as bad as her own. Still, she was free to choose whether she stayed or not, and she was free to pursue a possible relationship if she wanted. But…and there were too many buts to count, she had to be careful. A light romance was completely different than a committed relationship. Still, it would be fun to date someone who she knew wouldn’t deliberately hurt her. Regardless of his supposedly shady past, Jake was a nice guy through and through.
 
   “We can be friends. And maybe go out some. But I’m not ready for anything beyond that right now.”
 
   “I can work with that. How about a movie and dinner Saturday night?”
 
   Sharon inhaled deeply, only to exhale shakily. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”
 
   A delighted smile lit Jake’s face. “I try not to when I’m getting my way.”
 
   Deciding it was time to change the subject, as she was certain he probably always got his way with that face, that body, and that killer smile, Sharon pointed at the lasagna. “Well, the food is getting cold. Let’s eat.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Please, Mom!”
 
   Sharon knew she didn’t have time to argue as Kyle’s school bus was due any moment, and there was really no justifiable reason to say no, but between football practices and friend outings, Kyle was rarely home. “I’m going to have to meet his mother before I can say yes.”
 
   Kyle smiled his big I won smile, and Sharon almost reneged on principle alone. “If I can talk to Mrs. Hood before school is out, and if she says it’s really okay, then I’ll let you stay there overnight with the team. But you cannot, and I want to make this completely clear, you can not go anywhere else with those boys.”
 
   “I swear, Mom. Practice. Pizza. And back to Johnathan’s house to watch footage from that team’s games before movies and video games the rest of the night. The whole team will be there, and the coach and Mrs. Hood have a really cool place on the lake from what they say. I’m the only one who hasn’t been there yet. The team gets invited all the time for stuff.”
 
   Sharon remembered Coach Hood, and that scared her a little because she was afraid he might remember her, too. But she’d never met Mrs. Hood formally all those years ago so hopefully stopping by her little shop on Main Street on the way to work wouldn’t ring any bells for the woman.
 
   At least Sharon hoped not. So far, the only person in town who had recognized her was Mary at the Piggly Wiggly. As far as most people in town knew, she was Sharon Gilbert, newcomer to Legend, competent receptionist to the sexy new doctor in town, and mother of that Gilbert boy who was taking the Legend Dragons back on the road to another national championship if what Kyle just told her was accurate. And she wanted it to stay that way.
 
   Kyle gave her a quick hard kiss on the cheek before he ran out the door with his athletic duffle bag bouncing against his leg. “See you tomorrow, Mom!”
 
   Sharon pressed her fingers against her cheek, loving that in only a few short weeks the relationship between her and Kyle had grown by leaps and bounds. They had little time together, but that was because they were both happily filling their days instead of just getting through them. As scary as it was to accept, life really was perfect.
 
   Glancing down at the ringing of the cell phone in her hand blew that thought right out of the water.
 
   The mental debate didn’t outlast Candy’s persistent redialing each time the call went to voicemail so Sharon answered her phone on her mother’s third try. “Hello, Mom.”
 
   “Sissy! Where have you been? I’ve been trying to get you for weeks! There are men all over my house in space suits and they are carrying off all my stuff! Are you even in town?”
 
   Sharon took a moment to just breathe as she debated hanging up the phone. Knowing she had no choice but to get the conversation over with, she sighed. “I’m not in town.” Technically it wasn’t a lie since she was outside of the city limits. There was no way she was walking into what would undoubtedly be a demand for immediate attention…in the flesh.
 
   “Well, I need you here! Once I could get more minutes on my phone, I called the police, but they said I had to comply with these people taking all my things! I can’t! I need them! What will I do?”
 
   “Mom, calm down. Your house is a pigsty. If that stuff isn’t cleaned up, they will condemn the place. I can’t believe they haven’t already.”
 
   The dead silence on the other end of the line was surprising as Candy was never speechless. Sharon wallowed in the victory for the few seconds it lasted.
 
   “How dare you! Just who do you think you are? I gave birth to you. I writhed in agony for days trying to push you out of my body!”
 
   Sharon had heard it all before, but she kept quiet as her mother went on with her typical tirade. There was really nothing else to do except hang up and change her cell phone number immediately as her mother would just call back and leave another hundred or so messages like the last hundred or so she’d ignored since last seeing her. When Candy finally seemed to have run out of words, Sharon let the silence hang.
 
   “Sissy? Dammit, have you hung up on me?”
 
   If only I could….
 
   “No. I’m here. Listen, you need to cooperate with those people. They’ve been hired at great expense, I’m sure, to help you get your life back on track by cleaning out stuff you should have thrown out all by yourself. I’m sorry if that sounds harsh, but it’s the truth. And if you want to have conversations with me in the future, I would suggest you remember I’m an adult and you can either speak to me with respect, or you can stop calling.
 
   “Now I have a life of my own, one that has nothing to do with Sissy, so stop calling me that and address me as Sharon if you want to speak to me. I also have a child who I can’t even bring to see his grandmother because she still dresses, talks, and smells like trash. If you want a relationship with either of us, I would suggest you clean yourself up inside and out. Bye!”
 
   Sharon meant to hang up immediately, but the shaking of her entire body caused several seconds to crawl by before she could steady her hands enough to allow her index finger to press the red bar on the phone’s touchscreen. Once disconnection was accomplished she stood still until the dizziness of her moxie passed. Where it came from, and how it allowed her to speak to her mother like that, after all these years, was beyond her, but once she could get her equilibrium back Sharon was pretty sure it would feel good.
 
   Really good.
 
   Sharon took a deep cleansing breath and smiled. So far her mother hadn’t called back. And maybe it would take a while, if ever, before she did. But that was fine. The last thing Kyle and she needed was for Candy to mess up what was becoming the best time of their lives.
 
   Kyle was so happy being in Legend, being not just accepted, but popular with not only his freshman classmates but also with those of class levels above his own. He was no longer the quiet sullen child who kept his thoughts and feelings to himself. He couldn’t wait to tell her about his day, about his football workouts, about how he was going to get to be a starter in the opening game next Friday night.
 
   She was glad the school bus picked him up minutes after he’d shared that tidbit of information yesterday morning as she’d suddenly felt ill and was certain it showed. Since she’d kept a low profile by rarely going anywhere in town other than for groceries and work, it hadn’t been too hard to avoid chance meetings with people she’d known when she was younger.
 
   Going to a Legend High football game would be a whole different kettle of beans. If the townsfolk were still as involved in supporting the Dragon’s football team as they’d been when she was in school, then nearly everyone in town would be there to cheer the team on. She’d known all along the day would come when the games would start, but she hadn’t had the heart to deny Kyle a chance to go out for the junior varsity team. Only his talent had the coaching staff placing him with the varsity team, so now she had no choice but to support him there.
 
   Sharon could only hope that wouldn’t be another beginning to a horrible end for both her and her son. Because for once in her life she was truly happy.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hi. I’m Sharon Gilbert, Kyle’s mom.”
 
   Lilly Hood was still as beautiful as Sharon remembered. Though the woman had to be in her mid-forties, she hadn’t aged a day since Sharon saw her that one time. The only reason Sharon even remembered her was because of all the excitement of the high-speed chase on the highway to Nashville for the National Championship game her senior year. Though she hadn’t known all the details, if she remembered right, Lilly had been targeted by some really bad people who tried to hunt her down and kill her. At the time Sharon hadn’t paid any more attention to the situation since they’d made it to the game, and her attention shifted to cheering for her then-boyfriend. Kyle Sanders was star quarterback and his actions had not only won them the game, it had sent him on a full-ride scholarship to any school he wanted.
 
   But even that hadn’t been what had filled her mind at the time, because after all of the hoopla had died down and they were secured inside his hotel room for the night, they’d been locked in a marathon of lovemaking she’d mistakenly believed meant they’d be together forever.
 
   “Hi. It’s nice to meet you, finally. I know all the moms of the other boys. My husband thinks Kyle has pro potential, and he would know.”
 
   Lilly’s bright smile turned to wide-eyed horror and for a second Sharon’s heart stopped, but then she realized Lilly was looking over her head.
 
   “Jarrod! Get down off that ladder right now!”
 
   Sharon turned in time to see a toddler smiling at the top of a ladder that was clearly meant for use by someone hanging the children’s clothing on the higher protruding racks.
 
   “Excuse me. I need to heat that boy’s pants.”
 
   Sharon’s heart started beating again as Lilly pulled the child from the platform and sat him down in front of her.
 
   “Young man, I’m going to put you in time out if you do that again, and your daddy is going to get ahold of you as soon as we get home!”
 
   The toddler smiled up at her innocently, and Sharon could tell Lilly was trying not to laugh. She held her own grin, liking the gentle swat on the child’s behind since he grinned up at his mother even bigger.
 
   “Go color, or I’m calling Mrs. Green to babysit you.”
 
   The smile fell from the child’s face and he scurried to the back of the store where a small white picket fence encircled a play area for children while their parents shopped for the high-end children’s clothing. The thought that she had never been able to afford such nice things for her son at that age slid through her mind before she pushed it away. Lilly returned, her eyes filled with amusement, her mouth twisted in a self-deprecating grin.
 
   “That child is going to be the death of me. If I hadn’t already gone through all this with Johnathan, I would probably die of a heart attack at the antics of little boys. Of course I’m a lot older this time.”
 
   Sharon smiled, liking the easy way Lilly had about her. There was no self-consciousness, no need to feel apologetic for not having a perfectly well-behaved child. Mostly she liked the love that flowed so easily between mother and son and wished her life had been such that she could have had her child with her as much when he was little. Unfortunately, that just hadn’t been possible. She was just so grateful that even though she’d had to work around the clock through all of his growing years, and he’d had to endure a hateful man for a father, Kyle was turning out to be okay.
 
   “He’s very cute.”
 
   Lilly’s grin deepened. “Cute as a devil.” She laughed at her own joke. “I’m glad you stopped in. What can I do for you? Do you have a little one?”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “No. Only Kyle. And he’s why I’ve stopped by. He said the team was coming to your house for an overnight, and I wanted to make sure his information was accurate.”
 
   Lilly nodded slowly as her eyes turned assessing. “And you wanted to check me out before letting your son come to my house.”
 
   Lilly’s grin was back. “I think we are going to be great friends! I always wonder about the parents who let their kids come over and never bother to check us out first. Of course everyone knows Jim, but that isn’t the point.”
 
   Sharon relaxed for the first time since entering the little Main Street store. “I’m happy to meet you. It’s really wonderful how quickly your husband and the team have made Kyle feel so welcome. He’s happier than he’s ever been. I can’t express how much I appreciate that.”
 
   A flash of curiosity entered and fled Lilly’s eyes so quickly Sharon wasn’t sure if she imagined it. But if her words made the coach’s wife curious, Sharon appreciated her restraint in expressing it.
 
   “Well, I’ve got to get to work, but thanks for letting me in. I saw you hanging those clothes and almost didn’t even knock when I realized I was too early.”
 
   “I’m glad you did. And we’ll take really good care of Kyle. The kids on the team are great, or Jim wouldn’t let them stay. He even makes them get drug tested once a month once the season starts, with the parents’ permission of course.”
 
   The news had Sharon’s brows raising, but she liked the idea of it a lot. The last thing she wanted was her son exposed to drugs, or even worse, taking them. “Kyle didn’t say anything to me about that, but I have no problem with it at all.”
 
   “It’s probably because Jim hasn’t had a chance to meet you yet. You’ll be at the game next Friday? I’d love to introduce you to him after the game.”
 
   Sharon hoped her hesitation didn’t show. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
 
   “Great. Do you want us to bring Kyle home tomorrow or do you want our address?”
 
   Sharon almost admitted that she knew exactly where the huge log cabin was on Lake Road, but she stopped herself just in time. “I’ll come get him. What time do you want me to pick him up?”
 
   Five minutes later Sharon was speeding towards the house Old Doc had turned into an office long before she’d been born. Her mind raced with the reality that she had accepted a date with Jake for tonight, which she hated to admit thrilled her beyond what was proper, and with the reality that in one week she would have to face one of her biggest fears.
 
   In seven days she would once again step onto the Legend Dragon’s football field, only this time she wasn’t a seventeen year old wanting to show her stuff while she shook her pompoms. This time she didn’t want anyone to notice she was there.
 
   Don’t borrow trouble for tomorrow; just enjoy the blessings of today.
 
   Ms. Addie’s words of wisdom came at her out of the blue, but Sharon wondered if this time, Ms. Addie didn’t know what the heck she was talking about.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hey! Glad you’re here. I’ve got to run to the hospital. The woman you used to work for was brought in and told the staff to call me since I’m her doctor. I’m having the hospital fax the details over, but I’m going to head on over there and see what’s going on with her since I don’t have any appointments for the next hour.”
 
   Sharon couldn’t say anything so she only nodded. Jake hurried back to his office and came out with his lab coat hanging over his arm and his black bag clutched in his hand before hurrying to the door. He stopped, looked back at her, and grinned.
 
   “You sure look nice. I like your hair up like that.” He headed out, leaving Sharon standing there torn between shock and delight.
 
   When she could move, Sharon hurried to the fax machine, but it remained silent so she forced herself to return to her desk to set up for the day ahead. After logging on to her computer and bringing up all the needed programs, she made her way back to his office but the machine remained the same.
 
   Her body buzzing with nervous energy and her mind in turmoil, Sharon retrieved the cleaning supplies and dusted Jake’s desk, the numerous bookshelves and book spines, the old water cooler in the corner, and then looked around. Unlike Old Doc’s office she’d seen years ago, Jake had no clutter at all to contend with so she headed back to her desk and sat down.
 
   Thoughts of disaster and regret filled her head. What if she’d caused her mother to have a heart attack? What if her harsh words and get out of my life attitude were too much for Candy’s frail state of mind? What if her mother being in the hospital was all her fault?
 
   The bell on the door indicated Jake’s first patient was early. Sharon smiled, but feared it was as shaky as she felt inside. “Good morning. Mr. Cork?”
 
   The elderly gentleman nodded as he made his way over to stand before her. “Sure am, sweet thing. Where’s that ol’ battle ax that usually fills that chair?”
 
   Sharon’s brows rose but she couldn’t suppress her smile. “If you’re talking about Mrs. Huff, she’s retired. I’m Sharon. It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “Nice having a pretty little thing like you to look at while I wait to see the doc. Got me a new girlfriend. Thought I might need a little check-up and some man vitamins. You understand?” He wiggled bushy thick silver brows at Sharon and smiled a nearly toothless grin.
 
   I certainly hope not.
 
   Sharon didn’t let her thoughts show as he slowly made his way to the closest chair. She smiled at him, as was her job, but the thought of a bent over old man, who needed a cane just to shuffle his way to his seat, doing anything but going back to his home to nap in a recliner was a picture she had no desire to contemplate.
 
   “The doctor had to make a quick trip to the hospital. But he should be back shortly.”
 
   The old man settled himself and nodded. “I got all day. My girl won’t be expecting me till dinner time.”
 
   Sharon’s smile fell off as he seemed to instantly drift off to sleep, giving her time to wonder if Jake had seen her mother yet, if she was all right, if Sharon would be required to go see her and then everyone would know….
 
   She couldn’t. Not unless it was absolutely necessary. Candy had no one but herself to blame for her health or the broken relationship with her daughter. Sharon took a steadying breath. It went against her nature to be cruel, but she was done being mistreated.
 
   The bell on the door rang and Sharon looked up. Jake was hurrying back in. He threw her a smile then looked at Mr. Cork curiously before looking back to her. “My first of the day?”
 
   Sharon nodded, wanting so badly to question him about her mother but not wanting to seem too anxious. She turned her attention to their sleeping patient. “I think he wants some of those little blue pills.” Sharon grinned. “He has a new girlfriend.”
 
   Jake smiled. “Good for him, but are you sure he’s breathing?”
 
   Sharon rose quickly and made her way to check his pulse. The chuckling behind her made her bite her lips to keep from smiling as Mr. Cork instantly awoke. She smiled down at him, and then winked just for the heck of it. Mr. Cork wiggled his brows again as Sharon straightened. She glanced at the prankster, and then smiled even sweeter at the old man. “I’m sure the doctor will be happy to give you a prostate exam, just to make sure everything is as it should be before your date tonight.”
 
   She turned to Jake and smiled. “Won’t you, Doctor?”
 
   The look on his face was priceless as Sharon made her way back to the desk, sat down, pulled her nail file out, and made studious work of filing her already neat nails. She glanced up to see Jake helping Mr. Cork to his feet, before he sent her an amused silent warning with his eyes. Sharon sighed long and loud, pretending to be bored, and then turned her attention back to her nails.
 
   “Oh, Mrs. Gillll-bert?”
 
   The singsong sound of her name coming from Jake’s lips as he left the foyer didn’t bode well, Sharon was sure, but she matched his tone. “Yesssss, Doctor Jake?”
 
   Jake’s grin nearly took up his entire face. “Please come help Mr. Cork undress completely for his physical. Have the gown opening at the front please.”
 
   The file slipped through her fingers and hit the desk as her mouth fell open. Jake’s laughter followed him and his patient all the way into the first examination room. Shaking her head, Sharon rose and headed that way, figuring she deserved that one.
 
   ****
 
   “I don’t ever want to see a naked man again for the rest of my life.”
 
   Jake laughed and held up his hands. “Not fair. Mr. Cork is close to ninety. We don’t all look that way.”
 
   Sharon grinned and placed her spoon down beside the empty bowl of egg drop soup. Since she’d gotten to choose the restaurant, and Jake said he loved Chinese cuisine too, they’d left Legend behind and headed to Pigeon Forge. Although the restaurant in Legend was probably just fine, she had no desire to dine in town, and Jake didn’t mind going to one Sharon remembered Ms. Addie taking her to on a trip to Gatlinburg. When they got there, the place she remembered was no longer there, but another one had opened and was turning out to be really good.
 
   The food wasn’t the only good thing about the trip though. Jake was amazing company. He talked about interesting things, but more importantly he listened to what she had to say. Not just listened, but really listened. Something Gerald had never been willing to do. He laughed at things she thought were funny, and he showed compassion when he spotted a man sitting on the side of the road that held a sign stating his family desperately needed food and he hadn’t been able to find work. Sharon had no idea how much cash Jake took from his wallet and handed out the window. But the man had burst into tears and thanked him profusely before walking away.
 
   Gerald would have flipped the man off and told him to get lost. Sharon knew this because it had happened once when she’d asked him to stop and let her give just a few dollars in a similar situation. Sharon could remember Gerald’s words as if it were yesterday. “That man makes more money every day than we do. You aren’t giving him a dime.”
 
   The most ironic thing about his words, Sharon remembered, was that he hadn’t even been making money at the time. Everything that they’d had was from her working two jobs.
 
   “I think I lost you.”
 
   Sharon blinked and shook her head. “Thank you.”
 
   Jake’s head tilted as his brows drew together. “For?”
 
   “Being you.”
 
   Pleasure and surprise lit his eyes. “That’s a really nice thing to say.”
 
   Sharon looked into his eyes, wondering what if? What if she took a chance and let them test being more than friends? What if she told him about her past and he understood that she had only made all those mistakes because she hadn’t known any better at the time? What if she admitted that the poor woman she still hadn’t gotten the guts to ask about was her mother?
 
   “Jake, I need to tell you something.”
 
   “Here you go. Good food. Yes?”
 
   Sharon glanced up at the waitress and smiled, thinking she had probably been saved from making a terrible mistake. She looked at the huge bowl of shrimp and fried rice then glanced over at Jake’s bowl of beef and broccoli. “This looks really good.”
 
   Jake nodded and studied Sharon until the waitress walked off. “What did you need to tell me?”
 
   Sharon laughed. “Oh, yeah. My son is playing football next Friday night, and I was wondering if you wanted to go to the game with me.”
 
   Jake smiled. “I’d love to. Maybe I’ll finally get to meet him. But I don’t want to wait a whole week before seeing you…outside of the office. I was hoping we could go out again tomorrow night. I’ve been dying to see the latest Razor movie.”
 
   Sharon nodded hesitantly, wanting to spend so much more time with him, hoping she wasn’t making a terrible mistake. “That sounds like fun, even though I have no idea who Razor is.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Not a who, a what. It’s Sci-Fi. Robots in space. Do you like that kind of stuff?”
 
   Since Sharon hadn’t been to a movie since Kyle Sanders took her in high school, she had no idea if she’d like it or not. But she liked him. “I’m sure I will.”
 
   Jake looked horrified. “You’ve never seen Sci-Fi? You’re in for a treat. Lots of action, and technology, but always with a human element.”
 
   His excitement was so boyishly charming, Sharon couldn’t help but get excited too. “What time? Where? I’ll have to get a sitter for Kyle, though…” Her excitement suddenly curtailed, Sharon bit her bottom lip.
 
   “No you don’t. Let’s take him, too. He’s what? Thirteen? Fourteen?”
 
   Sharon blew out a breath. Her dancing with what could possibly, and would likely, end in disappointment was one thing. Bringing her child into it was something else. “I don’t know. I haven’t even told him about tonight.”
 
   Jake studied her for a moment before speaking. “You haven’t dated since you and his dad broke up?”
 
   Sharon bit the inside of her lip as she debated how to answer. If nothing else, she owed him honesty. “My ex wasn’t Kyle’s dad. Biologically speaking. Not really in any positive way no matter how it’s spoken.”
 
   “Yeah, you said that before.”
 
   “Oh, I did, didn’t I? Short version, I was pregnant with Kyle when I met Gerald. I was just eighteen and had lost any hope that the boy I’d loved with all my heart would ever be allowed to be in my life again. His father made it clear that I wasn’t going to be. They had money. I didn’t. And that was that.”
 
   Jake nodded but said nothing as he waited for her to continue. Although there was no condemnation in his eyes, Sharon felt the need to make him understand she hadn’t used her husband, but rather had been used by him. “I was alone, and afraid, and wanted someone to be with me through a very tough situation. He wanted a meal ticket while he went to medical school and I was dumb enough to be it.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   Sharon relaxed, knowing that one word was for her, not against her. “Yeah. I wanted to make him love me. And I wanted to love him, but it’s hard to love someone you resent more and more each day. The bigger I got while carrying Kyle the meaner he got. He stopped pretending I was anything at all to him, but he stayed and he was all I had.
 
   “To keep a roof over our heads and food on the table I worked two jobs until the day before I gave birth, then we basically went on welfare for the six weeks the doctor told me I couldn’t work. Once he cleared me, Gerald told me to get back to work or get out. By then I had given up on love but I had a newborn and couldn’t support us and take care of him too. Childcare was too expensive and with Gerald home a lot while he was working on his undergraduate studies I could get a neighbor woman to watch the baby the few hours Gerald was in classes each day. I worked sixteen to eighteen hour days, took care of Kyle as much as I could before sleeping a couple of hours a night, and no matter what I did it was the wrong thing in Gerald’s eyes.”
 
   “Damn.”
 
   Sharon smiled. “You already said that.”
 
   Jake just sat there looking at her. “I can barely think of the right words to tell you how amazing you are.”
 
   Of all the things he could have said, that was the last thing Sharon expected, and to her horror, tears flooded her eyes. Instead of reacting to her tears with trepidation or irritation, Jake surprised her again by smiling and holding his hands out on the table. She took them and stared into his eyes as the first tears fell.
 
   “I’m sorry. I don’t know why I’m doing this.” Jake tightened his hold on her hands, making her feel as if she’d found an anchor in a storm.
 
   “You are so beautiful. So smart. And if I ever meet this Gerald, I’m probably going to have to hang up my stethoscope because I’m going to break my Hippocratic Oath and do harm rather than good to a human’s body.”
 
   Sharon laughed at that, though the tears didn’t stop falling. “I can’t tell you how much tonight has meant to me. But there’s something more I need to tell you.”
 
   Jake nodded. “Okay.”
 
   Sharon took a deep breath. “That woman you saw in the hospital today? She’s my mother.”
 
   Jake nodded. “I thought maybe she was.”
 
   The tears stopped and Sharon pulled her hands back. She lifted her napkin and wiped at her eyes before she frowned at him. “Then why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “Because it wasn’t my business until you decided it was.”
 
   A gasp escaped her lips as something inside her chest expanded until she thought she might just burst from the glory of it.
 
   Sharon wasn’t certain, but she was afraid she might have just fallen in love.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   The movie was interesting, the company great, and the kiss at the end of the evening chaste and, because it was, enchanting. Kyle didn’t make it out with them after all. Johnathan and Kyle were now best friends, and they wanted to hang out and four-wheel over the Hoods’ wooded property all afternoon then camp out in the back yard with the coach. Lilly asked if he could stay until after church Sunday evening as well, which would be around nine, she’d said.
 
   Sharon agreed without hesitation, thrilled her son was so happily entertained, and though she hated to admit it, she didn’t want anyone else around since Jake made plans for them not only for a Saturday evening movie, but for a daylong outing in Gatlinburg on Sunday as well.
 
   So here she was, her smaller hand captured in his much larger one as they moseyed up and down the hills. Though that was the only part of their bodies touching she felt covered in warmth, making her feel secure. They stopped in one shop after another, and instead of being bored that they all mostly carried the same touristy items, he simply waited any time she wanted to pick up something to inspect it or check a price. His smile was readily available every time she looked his way and there was so much affection in his eyes when he spoke to her, or laughed with her, or even if he just glanced her way and caught her looking at him. Sharon hadn’t ever felt so in tune with another person. She wanted to wallow in the pleasure of it and never leave what felt like a place of enchantment.
 
   She knew it wasn’t the place. It was the man.
 
   With darkness only a couple of hours off and the air cooling quickly they moved a little faster on their way back to his car, their next destination a restaurant somewhere between Gatlinburg and Legend. They had no definite destination in mind, which didn’t matter. All that mattered to Sharon was, wherever they went, they were going there together.
 
   They stopped by the passenger door for Jake to pull his keys from his jacket pocket, but he reached for her instead. Sharon smiled up at him, watching as their breaths intermingled, wondering if the kiss she saw coming would be as sweet as the one the night before.
 
   “Is it too soon to tell you I think I’m in love with you?”
 
   Sharon’s breath came out in a shaky rattle. “Only if it’s too soon for me to say it back.”
 
   Jake smiled at that and lowered his head until his lips feathered across hers. Sharon began to pull back, thinking he was done, but his arms tightened and his lips returned, this time with power and purpose. A touch, some nibbles, before his lips locked onto hers and their mouths opened and tongues danced, tentatively at first, then with hunger. By the time he lifted his head, Sharon was glad for the support of his arms. He pulled her into him so she laid her head against the pounding heartbeat of his chest. Jake blew out a breath and she smiled, understanding completely.
 
   “Sharon.”
 
   She looked up then, saw the love in his eyes, and knew her eyes were tearing with the overpowering emotions filling her. “Yes?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nothing… I’m moving too fast.”
 
   The thud she heard was her heart dropping to her knees, Sharon realized. “It’s okay. I understand. You need time.”
 
   Jake’s brows drew together. “What? No! I don’t need time. But I’m sure you do.”
 
   Now that it was easier to breathe, Sharon punched him. “Don’t tell me what I need. Ask me.”
 
   Jake laughed. “Yes, ma’am. What do you need?”
 
   That was simple. “You.”
 
   Another long kiss, and then another, before they broke apart. “We’d better get going if we’re going to have time to eat before we pick up your son.”
 
   At the mention of Kyle, Sharon’s heart skipped another beat, but she knew it was time to let her son in on the fact she was dating Jake. She just hoped he wouldn’t mind.
 
   Dinner ended up being steak at a popular chain. Though the steak was cooked to perfection, it could have tasted like sawdust for all Sharon cared. Jake was all she could think about. His smile. His joy of life. His wanting to be with her. They left with just enough time to get back to the Hood house as the family and her son returned from church.
 
   The curious looks on all their faces as she introduced Jake and herself to the coach were nothing but normal curiosity, which told her two things. Coach Hood didn’t recognize her, and Kyle wasn’t surprised she was in the company of the man she worked for. Of course, she’d have to explain why she was in his company once they were in the car.
 
   Sharon didn’t know where to start once they were buckled in; thankfully Kyle took it out of her hands.
 
   “Are you guys working on a Sunday?”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “No. Jake and I spent the day in Gatlinburg, and last night we went to a movie, and basically, we’re dating. Is that okay with you?”
 
   Her son looked from one to the other of them, and then he shrugged before giving all his attention to Jake. “Have you ever hit a woman?”
 
   Sharon’s gaze flew to Jake’s face. His expression of surprise would have been comical if not for the seriousness of her son’s question.
 
   Jake shook his head slowly, his brows pulled together as he looked Kyle in the eyes. “Of course not.”
 
   Sharon turned back to her son only to see him nodding. “Make sure you don’t start with my mother.”
 
   Though his expression was concerned when he looked at Sharon, he turned back to Kyle with a nod. “I guarantee you won’t ever have to worry about that with me.”
 
   Sharon was finally able to exhale when Kyle nodded and smiled.
 
   “We’re cool then.”
 
   Jake smiled first at him and then at Sharon, and she couldn’t help but smile back as the two most important men in her life were okay with each other.
 
   “Are you sleeping together?”
 
   Sharon frowned at her son then. “Kyle, that isn’t your business.”
 
   Jake held his hand up to her. “Maybe not, but I’d like to answer him anyway.”
 
   After she nodded, Jake turned around in his seat again to look back at Kyle. “We aren’t. But that isn’t to say we won’t. I want you to know, if and when we do, it’s because we’ve grown very close over the last few weeks, and we are both finding it’s leading to more than friendship.” Jake smiled. “Actually, it’s led to love.”
 
   Sharon’s heart melted and she couldn’t stop herself from reaching out to lay her fingers on his strong jaw. She turned back to Kyle. “I’ve never been this happy.”
 
   Kyle looked from one to the other then slid down as far as his seatbelt would allow and closed his eyes. “Cool.” He yawned. “I’m ready to go home.”

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Sharon dressed for the game with great care, making sure there was nothing the least bit sexy or revealing. Though the air had cooled considerably over the past few days, it still wasn’t quite cold enough to warrant the hoodie, scarf, and the ski mask she wanted to wear to completely hide herself from those who would attend the game.
 
   In the past week she and Jake learned a lot about each other. His life was a cakewalk compared to hers. The hardest discussions they’d had covered the abuse she suffered at both her mother’s hands and Gerald’s, but Jake’s reactions to it all were more than she could have asked for from any man. His compassion, his ability to listen and not judge, and his unwavering affection even after she revealed what a foolish child she’d been in her teens, solidified her feelings for him, and eliminated all the fears she’d had about revealing her past.
 
   But the cocoon of safety while in his presence didn’t negate the reality that those people she’d known while in her horrible teens would still be there waiting to judge her, and by association, judge and possibly reject him, or more frightening, her son.
 
   “Are you about ready, Mom?”
 
   Sharon turned to Kyle and wanted to hug him so hard it hurt, but his mind was on the upcoming game and she didn’t want to distract him from his purpose with her fears, so she smiled and nodded. “Yep!”
 
   “Are you staying? We have to be there an hour early so you’ll probably be bored.”
 
   Sharon shook her head. Not only did she not want to sit in the stands alone until Jake joined her, there was something she had to do. “I’m going to leave, but I’ll be back before kick-off. I can’t wait to see you do your stuff!”
 
   Kyle grinned. “I can’t wait either. But I’m a little nervous.”
 
   Sharon walked to him and hugged him then, not surprised that he immediately stepped back when she let him go. “Too big for a hug from your mother?”
 
   His cheeks instantly pinked. “No. Just don’t do it there, okay?”
 
   Laughing, Sharon agreed. “Never!”
 
   Kyle smiled at her then and headed to the door. “I’ll be in the Jeep.”
 
   Sharon grabbed her jacket and purse and followed him out. The trip down the mountain, and then across town to Dragon Street took twenty minutes. Once she dropped Kyle off, she turned around and headed toward Scarbrough Drive and then turned left on Second. With a mixture of dread and anticipation, she turned right into Legend Memorial’s parking lot and was fortunate enough to find a parking spot close to the main entrance of the hospital.
 
   Determined not to talk herself out of it, Sharon made her way to the elevators and pressed the button for the third floor. Over the past week Jake had kept her apprised of her mother’s declining condition, but until today, she hadn’t been able to force herself to come.
 
   When she reached room three-twelve, Sharon blew out a breath and walked through the open door. The elderly woman in the first bed snored softly so Sharon quietly made her way past the curtain divider to find her mother also sound asleep.
 
   In slumber, just like when she was awake, Candy looked decades older than she actually was. Her eyes fluttered open and only a slight movement of her brows indicated her surprise at seeing Sharon.
 
   “Hello, Mother.”
 
   A lone tear slid down the side of Candy’s face. “I didn’t think you would ever come.”
 
   Sharon shrugged. “I didn’t think I would either.”
 
   Candy searched the area by her hip while watching Sharon. Finally she located the remote that allowed her to raise her bed enough so she was reclining. “Why did you then?”
 
   Sharon looked around the room, liking for the first time in years, her mother’s environment was clutter- and odor-free. She looked back at Candy. “I’m not sure. I just felt like I needed to.
 
   “How are you doing?”
 
   Instead of the tirade she expected, Candy bit her bottom lip before speaking. “I’m pretty good actually. Had some really bad days going through the DTs. But my system is clean now.” She looked at her hands. “I’ve made a mess of my life. It didn’t seem to matter while I was intoxicated, which I guess I’ve been my entire adult life. But now I can see a lot of things more clearly.”
 
   Candy looked up, regret and sorrow in her gaze. “I’m really sorry, Sharon. I don’t expect or deserve your forgiveness. But I want you to know that I’m really sorry.” She exhaled a shaky sigh. “I’m going to try to stay sober. I can’t promise anything, but I’m going to meetings, and seeing Doc Jake weekly. He said if I don’t stop doing what I’m doing to myself, he won’t be my doctor anymore because he isn’t willing to watch me kill myself with alcohol.”
 
   Sharon wasn’t ready to involve her mother in her life yet, if ever again, so she didn’t comment. But knowing what Jake was doing, without even telling her, made her love him all the more.
 
   “I don’t know what else to say,” Candy said, softly.
 
   Sharon walked over and took her mother’s hand. “I can forgive, but only if you are really willing to change. It will take time, and I’ve got time, but you won’t see or have anything to do with Kyle or me until I know for certain you aren’t going back to who you’ve always been to me. I won’t have it in my life, and I won’t expose my son to it. So I hope you’re sincere.
 
   “I have to go now, but I’ll check back in on you soon.”
 
   Candy nodded, the strain on her face making it clear she was trying desperately not to cry. Sharon braced herself against pity, knowing she needed time, and from now on her needs were going to be met by the people in her life, or they wouldn’t be in her life. “Take care, Mother. I’ll be in touch.”
 
   She released Candy’s hand and turned to go, feeling better than she ever had after talking with her mother.
 
   It only took minutes to get back to Legend High School but nearly fifteen more to find a place to park. She exited the vehicle and looked at those also walking to the football field. Some faces she recognized as people she’d seen at one time or another, a few she actually knew when in school. But no one paid any attention to her other than giving her a friendly nod or smile when they looked her way.
 
   Her confidence grew as she searched for Jake in the section she told him she’d be in, and then her heart nearly stopped when she spotted him on the sidelines talking to Kyle Sanders.
 
   With her legs nearly buckling, she stood where she was, but Jake must have felt her gaze because he turned and looked straight at her. Kyle turned too, and the surprise and pleasure in his gaze shook her to the core.
 
   Since there was nothing else she could do, Sharon approached them, her heart beating painfully in her chest.
 
   “Hi, beautiful.”
 
   Sharon barely smiled at Jake before turning her attention to Kyle. “Hello.”
 
   “Hi! It’s great to see you. I didn’t know you’d returned to Legend. I just got here yesterday. I’ve been hired on as an assistant coach.”
 
   Sharon couldn’t speak. Had he met their son? Did he even know he had one? She had no idea.
 
   “Sharon? Are you okay?”
 
   She turned to Jake. “I’m, uh, fine.” She turned back to Kyle. “It’s…surprising to see you again. But I need to find my seat. Have a good game.”
 
   Jake frowned at her, but Sharon couldn’t say any more. She quickly turned and bumped into someone, but she couldn’t have cared less as she quickly made her escape.
 
   “Hey, wait up!”
 
   Jake was at her side immediately and grabbed her elbow, took her to the end of the bleachers, and pulled her off to the side to give them privacy.
 
   “What’s wrong? You look sick.”
 
   Sharon slid up against him and locked her arms around his waist. Jake immediately hugged her to him. “That’s him. The one I told you about. That’s Kyle’s father.”
 
   They stood there in silence for long moments before Jake pulled back enough to look into her eyes. “Are you okay?”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “I don’t know. Kyle…my Kyle doesn’t know him. And I have no idea if he even knows about my son. His father was so hateful to me, never allowed me to talk to him once I knew I was pregnant. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “First, just calm down. We’ll watch the game then get your son. After that you’re going to need to talk to him, and then his father, and then we’ll see what happens. No matter what, Kyle is your son. Nothing will change that.”
 
   Sharon nodded, thankful someone other than her could think clearly, because she couldn’t. “Okay. Thank you. I’m sorry for falling apart like this.”
 
   Jake studied her a moment longer. “Just one thing. The new coach is a single man. And you told me that you were crazy in love with him back then. How do you feel about him now? Do you think, knowing he’s here and he’s the father of your child, that those feelings might resurface?”
 
   Knowing she had to be honest, Sharon shrugged. “I don’t know what I might feel for him anymore. It’s been years, and we were just kids. But all I can think about right now is how this will affect my son.”
 
   Jake nodded. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. I’m just so crazy about you….”
 
   Sharon reached up and touched his lips with her fingers. “I am crazy about you too. That won’t change either.”
 
   Jake smiled as the National Anthem started. “Let’s get back. I’m sure Kyle is looking for his mother.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   As hard as it was to get her mind off the impending confrontations, Sharon couldn’t help being the proud mother of number 32. Kyle made a touchdown five minutes into the game, and what followed was him and his teammates blowing their competitors off the field.
 
   She enjoyed watching the game from the perspective of the stands, something she’d never gotten to do while cheering. Jake made her laugh despite her heavy heart with his hooting and hollering along with the vast majority of the other Legendarians, though she wondered at his silence and the look of concern he sent her during half-time.
 
   When the game ended, they exited the stands and went to wait for Kyle to come back out of the locker room. She looked up to find Jake staring off at nothing.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   Jake smiled down at her, but it wasn’t the same smile she was used to seeing.
 
   “I’ve been thinking. Maybe you and Kyle need some time to get through this thing with his father, without me there to cloud the picture.”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “Why?”
 
   “Your son, and maybe even his father, will need time together to get to know each other. That means you and the coach will be spending time together. It isn’t fair of me to stand in the way if there are still unresolved feelings between you two.
 
   “It isn’t fair to me either.”
 
   Sharon wanted to protest and would have until he’d added the last. “If that’s what you really want.”
 
   Jake nodded. “I think it’s for the best.”
 
   There was nothing more Sharon could think to say, which was just as well as her son ran up to them, the smile on his face as huge as the odor coming off his body. “Did you see?”
 
   Sharon hoped her smile was as big as it should have been. “I sure did. You were fabulous!”
 
   Jake patted him on his still padded shoulder. “Great game!”
 
   Kyle looked up at him, his grin still ear to ear. “Thanks!”
 
   “Well, I’m going to head out, congratulations on a job well done.” He turned to Sharon and his smile melted. “I’ll see you on Monday at the office.”
 
   Sharon nodded, wanting so badly to ask him to reconsider, but she wasn’t going to beg. “Okay.”
 
   Jake walked away and she tore her gaze from his back to find Kyle frowning at her. “What’s up with you guys, Mom?”
 
   There was no point putting it off. “He’s decided I needed a little space.”
 
   Clearly confounded, Kyle made a face. “What does that mean?”
 
   Sharon blew out a breath. “I’m not sure. But I need to talk to you about something really important when we get home.”
 
   Kyle glanced over and grinned as Sharon’s breath caught. Kyle Sanders was making his way toward them with purpose in his stride. He smiled at his son and then turned to Sharon with raised brows. “Your kid is a genius on the field. Reminds me of myself when I was younger.”
 
   He turned to Kyle. “Coach Hood needs to see you boys for a minute before everyone leaves.”
 
   Kyle nodded and took off toward the field as his father turned back to her. “You never told me.”
 
   Sharon didn’t react, though in truth she was relieved he knew. “I told your father. He wouldn’t allow me to contact you.”
 
   A look of surprise followed by anger sharpened his gaze. “Are you serious? My father has known about him all these years and never told me?”
 
   Sharon wasn’t going to lie, not even to spare his feelings. Kyle deserved to know the truth. “He probably assumed I used the money he sent to me to have the abortion he told me to get. I didn’t.”
 
   Kyle looked like he was going to fall over, so Sharon placed a hand on his arm. “I’m sorry to tell you all this, but I’ve had to live with that truth all these years, so I’m not going to lie for him.”
 
   He shook his head, his eyes filled with tears. “I can’t believe he did that. I always wondered why you left without a word. I wanted to look for you, but he told me you ran off and married some guy.”
 
   Sharon wasn’t going into all that. It was irrelevant. She had only one concern where Kyle Sanders was concerned. “I need to know what you plan to do now that you know about him.”
 
   “I’d like to get to know him, of course, and be a part of his life as much as you will allow. I want to help support him, even though I know it’s late in the game for that, but let me know what you need and I’ll take care of it.”
 
   Sharon studied him, liking what she saw. He was still good looking, but she felt no attraction to him anymore. What was important were his words, the calmness of his manner, and since Coach Hood’s hiring him was an endorsement in and of itself, Sharon breathed a sigh of relief. “He’s been wanting to meet his father ever since I told him about the boy I once loved.”
 
   They both smiled at that before Kyle spoke. “I was crazy about you too.” He looked her over, but was polite about it. “You’re still beautiful. Maybe even more so than back then. The doctor is a lucky guy.”
 
   Sharon nodded. “Yes, he is. I just need to remind him of that.”
 
   At the curiosity in Kyle’s gaze, she laughed. “He thought he was being honorable in stepping aside, just in case there were some lingering feelings between us, now we’re both back in Legend.”
 
   “And is there?”
 
   Sharon laughed. “Not on my part. You?”
 
   Kyle grinned. “If you were single, I might give it a shot, but nothing like an honest woman shooting you down from the get-go to put that to rest.”
 
   Her son ran back and put on the brakes in front of them, sending dirt up from the drying grass at their feet. He looked at the coach curiously. “Coach Hood said he didn’t know what you were talking about.”
 
   Kyle looked at his son, his heart in his eyes. “I really just needed a minute with your mom.”
 
   Kyle looked at his mother curiously. “Am I in trouble?”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “Nope, but I’d like you to meet your dad.”
 
   ****
 
   Since Kyle and Kyle were in total bonding mode, Sharon allowed them to head to town together. She wrote down Kyle’s address and then kissed her son goodbye. Kyle didn’t even protest he was so excited to find out his dad was once a Legend Dragon star player, as he planned on being Legend’s future star player.
 
   The house Old Doc turned into his clinic years before was dark except for the one light shining in what Sharon guessed was Jake’s room.
 
   She pulled into the small parking lot and floodlights immediately illuminated the entire area. Either that or something alerted Jake to her arrival so he was standing at the open door as she approached. Before he could say anything, she pushed him back and closed the door behind her.
 
   “I’m only going to say this once more. Don’t tell me what I need. Ask me, because I will be more than happy to tell you.
 
   “I don’t need an old boyfriend in my grown-up life.
 
   “I don’t need the man I am in love with telling me he wants me to be fair to him where another man is concerned.
 
   “And I don’t need time to know I have never loved anyone the way I love you.”
 
   Jake smiled at her, his eyes filled with joy. “What do you need, Sharon?”
 
   She smiled back. “I already told you that, too. All I need is you.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   Janet Eaves
 
    
 
   Janet Eaves fell in love with reading while in high school after being given a novel called Run Baby Run. That story captured her imagination and fed her mind in a way that nothing ever had before. What followed were those thick romance novels of the time that swept her away to places she’d never been, introduced her to people whose lives were filled with adventure and passion, and reading became an addiction that kept feeding her own (already overdeveloped) imagination.
 
   After years of devouring books written by others, she ran across a novel and thought, “I can write a better book than that!” Which now makes her laugh. Especially since she ran across her first attempt at a novel a few years ago in a box of old manuscripts that never saw the light of day. Needless to say, she couldn’t, at that time, write a better story than the one she’d read.
 
   But that “not so great” novel was the catalyst that began a journey that lasted years, until she finally found that one story a publishing house thought worthy of release. And now, all these years later, Janet has so many contracted writing projects she won’t be able to leave her writing-cave for fresh air anytime soon.
 
   One of those projects was accepting an invitation for a spot in the Unforgettable Heroes boxed set and she is honored to be in the company of so many wonderful Turquoise Morning Press authors. Janet’s contribution, Sins of the Father, can be purchased separately later this year, or now, within the boxed set, and is about a young woman whose life always seems to be on hold…only she doesn’t know why. When she has the chance to step out and declare her freedom from those who have always kept her on a tight leash, she embraces the experience with wild abandon. But she doesn’t really know who she is, or who her parents were. Worse, she doesn’t know what kind of danger can claim her now that she’s left the protection she’s always resented. And though the sexy and delightful struggling artist, Phillip, seems like he could become the love of her life, she has no idea who he really is either…. Friend with benefits? Possible life-long lover? Or foe? She can only hope in the end that he’s her Unforgettable Hero!
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   SECRETS
 
   Jan Scarbrough
 
    
 
   How was she going to keep her secret? It had been with her like a living thing for twenty-one years.
 
    
 
   With her daughter all grown up and married, single mom Kelly Baron can start her new life, responsible only for herself. But first she must help her mother by returning to the small Indiana town she’d fled years ago.
 
    
 
   Newly divorced lawyer, Rob Scott, seeks solace in his small-town roots. The last thing he’s looking for is a relationship—until he runs into Kelly, and the secret she’s been keeping.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Seneca Park
 
   Louisville, Kentucky
 
    
 
   “Kelly, will you marry me?”
 
   Heat swept Kelly Baron’s face, and it had nothing to do with the warm June day. Choking back dismay, she stared at the kneeling man at her feet. “For goodness sakes, Thomas, stand up.”
 
   Thomas struggled to his feet and sat down beside her on the park bench. His normally flushed face was peppered with sweat, and he had an expectant look in his eyes. “I’m serious,” he said, fumbling in his pocket and withdrawing a small, black velvet box. “Dead serious.” He lifted the lid.
 
   Secured inside the box was a spectacular princess-cut diamond solitaire set in a white gold, cathedral setting. Kelly was somewhat of an expert about diamond engagement rings because of her daughter’s recent wedding, but she never expected Thomas Dunlap to offer her one, let alone one that looked to be the size of a carat.
 
   Kelly focused on the beautiful ring, avoiding the conflicting emotions whirling in her head and the warning bells ringing in her ears.
 
   Her usually reticent suitor became assertive and removed the ring from its box. “Here. Try it on.”
 
   Before Kelly could demur, Thomas grabbed her left hand and slipped the ring on the third finger.
 
   “It’s too big,” were the only words she could force from her dry lips.
 
   “That’s no problem,” Thomas said, bending over her hand. She could see the thinning spot of hair at the top of his head. He slid the ring up and down on her finger, and then raised his eyes. “We can get it sized to fit. What do you think?”
 
   “It’s lovely.”
 
   “No, about marrying me.”
 
   That again. Panic set in. It’s not that Kelly didn’t like Thomas. They had been dating since his divorce. He was an elementary school principal in Jefferson County, and she taught fifth grade in a local Catholic school. They liked to walk for exercise, go to Broadway Series plays, and eat Italian. They had a lot in common. But she had never, ever considered marrying anybody, not even when she’d been pregnant with C.B. and needed to get married in the worst way.
 
   “I’m not sure it’s the right time,” Kelly mumbled, looking at the way a thin strand of salt and pepper hair fell across his forehead.
 
   Thomas sat back, opening a little space between them but continuing to hold her hand.
 
   “It’s a perfect time.” His voice lowered turning persuasive. “We’ve dated five years. Colleen is happily married, and you finally settled your great-aunt’s estate.”
 
   “But her house hasn’t sold.” She looked down, avoiding his gaze. Aunt Bess had left her house to both Kelly and Colleen, and when it sold her daughter and new husband would have a tidy nest egg.
 
   “A technicality.” Thomas grasped both hands and renewed his efforts. “Look, Kelly, you’re not responsible for anyone but yourself now. It’s time for you to do what you want and move forward with your life.”
 
   Kelly lifted her eyes to gaze into his face. She blinked. For twenty-one years she’d packed her life full of busyness and responsibility, spending her time taking care of first her daughter and later Aunt Bess. Thomas was right. All that responsibility was over. She would be forty in July. It was time to be a little selfish.
 
   But did that include marrying Thomas?
 
   She shook her head once. “I don’t know. This is so,” her voice faltered, “unexpected.”
 
   “I know it is, Kelly, darling. But you must have guessed how I feel about you.”
 
   Kelly dropped her gaze again, uncomfortable with his earnest, direct stare. Yes, she had known Thomas cared, but part of her had believed he would never marry again given the hideous nature of his divorce. It wasn’t as if theirs was a platonic relationship. They enjoyed good enough sex twice a month, usually the weeks he didn’t have his son.
 
   She met his gaze again. “What about Clayton?”
 
   “Clayton goes to college in the fall,” he said. “Kelly, you and I are footloose and fancy free, sweetheart!” A smile transformed his face, smoothing out the worry lines in his brow, but leaving Kelly’s chest tight. “We’re good together, professionally and personally. It’s now or never, darling.”
 
   Time for a forced smile. Did she want to spend the rest of her life with Thomas Dunlap? Become Mrs. Thomas Dunlap? No. For one thing, if she ever married, she would keep her maiden name. She would never succumb to an out-of-date tradition. And besides, she was too self-reliant, too used to doing what she pleased with only her daughter and her aunt to put her life in the hands of another.
 
   But Aunt Bess was dead and C.B. was married. Thomas was right. She was free.
 
   “This is such a surprise. Will you let me think about it?” She hated the timid note that crept into her voice. Slowly, Kelly disengaged her hands and withdrew the sparkling ring from her finger. It was too much bling. It was too much pressure. She handed it back to him. “You know I don’t do change well.”
 
   Thomas slid the ring back into its protective velvet box. He had the look of a man receiving a death sentence. I hate to hurt his feelings. She hadn’t quite told him “no,” but she hadn’t said “yes.” If the situation was reversed, she’d feel like shit.
 
   “You have a habit of avoiding things,” he said with a sharp shake of his finger, reprimanding her as if she was a six-year-old caught hitting another child on the playground. “It’s a character flaw you need to work on.”
 
   Kelly shifted on the park bench. Thomas was always too blunt. That was his character flaw. She pressed her right hand hard against the bench and fought down her annoyance.
 
   Yet could Thomas be right?
 
   Twenty-one years ago she had avoided telling C.B.’s father she was pregnant, but that was because his mother had found out they were secretly dating and warned her away from him. She made it perfectly clear her son had a future that didn’t include a small town girl from the wrong side of the tracks. It was evident she went behind her son’s back because he never said anything about his mother’s interference. Probably her husband didn’t even know about her scare tactics.
 
   But his mother was right. When they talked about life after high school, he made it clear he didn’t intend to end up in a small town like his father. He intended to go places, be important. Kelly was never part of that future he painted for himself.
 
   When she found out she was pregnant, Kelly couldn’t tell him. He didn’t love her. He would reject her and their child.
 
   And so once Kelly started keeping the secret, she had never revealed the truth to anyone, especially not her own father, who had threatened to beat it out of her and confront the boy and his parents. It was just as easy to avoid telling her mother, who could be bullied by her husband, and later C.B., who accepted life without a father. Leaving her hometown and moving to Louisville put distance between her and the problem.
 
   Thomas cleared his throat. “I won’t wait forever,” he told her.
 
   “Of course not.” Kelly shook off the memories and touched his sleeve. How did she soften her response? “I just need time to process this. Please?”
 
   He kissed her then—a typical Thomas kiss with lips pressed firmly shut and eyes closed. Kelly responded as always, timidly, tepidly—trying to deny the longing in her heart for the love of her life, someone who cherished her, didn’t want to change her and loved her just the way she was.
 
   Someone she was too afraid to find.
 
   ****
 
   “Did Thomas really say that?”
 
   Ear pressed to her iPhone, Kelly nodded even though her best friend Rachel couldn’t see the action. “Yes. You know how he is,” she said.
 
   Kelly leaned back against the headboard of her queen-sized bed with its cozy, apple green comforter and cotton sheets—her refuge from the untidy world where she lived. She’d never had sex in it. Thomas preferred the six hundred thread count, extra deep Egyptian cotton sheets of his king-sized bed. What’s more, he didn’t like anyone touching him when he slept. She was used to sleeping alone, so part of her didn’t mind.
 
   Another part longed to be held all night long, tenderly cuddled and caressed, not taken for granted once the deed was done.
 
   It was dark outside, almost ten o’clock. One lamp illuminated Kelly’s cream-colored bedroom walls, casting shadows over her night stand where her stack of to-be-read books was piled.
 
   “What are you going to do?” Rachel’s voice, low and soft, was not able to mask its cautionary note.
 
   “About Thomas?” Kelly paused. “I don’t think I’m the marrying kind.”
 
   She heard Rachel’s sigh of relief almost as if her friend were in the same room, not seven hundred miles away. Did Rachel agree? When they met, Rachel was single and didn’t have a child, but she’d always been willing to let C.B. tag along with them when they went out to eat or shop at the mall. Then Rachel met Carl on eHarmony.com and the rest, as they say, was history.
 
   Rachel had taken the chance Kelly had never been willing to take. She had married Carl and moved away settling in Beaufort, North Carolina, where she and Carl ran a thriving bed and breakfast.
 
   “Thomas is right about one thing.” Rachel took a big breath as if gathering courage. “Your life is wide open. It’s time for you to start fresh.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “No ‘buts.’ I don’t want to hear any excuses. Life just doesn’t happen. You must create what you want out of it.”
 
   Kelly flinched, her hand holding the cell phone suddenly going damp. She switched hands and wiped her right hand against her pajama pants. “I know. I’ve been thinking I should do something different with my life.” Part of her wanted to make a change. The other part remained terrified.
 
   “You know you don’t love Thomas,” Rachel said. “He was simply convenient.”
 
   “You’re right.” The room suddenly seemed cooler as if Kelly was closing a door. “I know I should take a few more risks, but I’m not good at it.”
 
   “You can do whatever you put your mind to.” Kelly sensed Rachel’s smile. “You’re stronger than you think.”
 
   Kelly shrugged off the praise. She’d never considered herself particularly strong. “Whatever.”
 
   “Call me tomorrow? We’ll talk some more.”
 
   “Yes, tomorrow.”
 
   “Good night, Kelly. And don’t worry about Thomas. He’s not for you.”
 
   “I know. Good night, Rachel.”
 
   Kelly ended the call and placed the iPhone on her nightstand. She sat forward and hugged her knees to her chest, resting her chin on her knees. Rachel was right. She needed change. She deserved it after all she’d been through and all the sacrifices she’d made over the years for C.B.
 
   But Thomas Dunlap wasn’t particularly the kind of change she needed.
 
   What did she need? Would she always date someone who was safe?
 
   Kelly sighed, trying to shake away her funk.
 
   C.B. and Daniel had moved into a small house in Middletown. He was taking care of her little girl now. What if she quit her teaching job and put her things in storage? Her apartment lease was up next month. She could let the realtor sell her aunt’s house. Then she’d be free to move to Lexington or maybe Northern Kentucky. At least she’d be away from the complication of Thomas.
 
   The idea of creating a new life was new and exciting.
 
   Yes, she’d do it. Having something to look forward to and making her mind up so quickly made her feel good.
 
   Kelly relaxed against the pillows only to jerk forward moments later as the ringtone “Back Home Again in Indiana” blared from her iPhone. Wonderful. Why did her mother always spoil her sweet dreams?
 
   Kelly squeezed her eyes shut a few seconds. Then she reached over and picked up the phone. “Hi, Mother.”
 
   “Kelly, dear, how are you?”
 
   “Fine. You’re calling late.”
 
   “I need your help. With Colleen settled and school out for the year, I thought you’d have time to come home and give me a hand.”
 
   Kelly had been home once in twenty-one years and that was a year ago when her father died. She had avoided Lanham, Indiana, like the plague.
 
   “What do you need, Mother? Is it something I can do for you from here?”
 
   “No you can’t.” Her mother’s voice was tight. “I’m moving out of this big house. It’s too much for me. I need your help to go through things. I’m afraid I’ll throw away something you or Colleen will want, you know things from your father’s family.”
 
   “I don’t think C.B. is interested in antiques.”
 
   “Kelly!” Her mother cut her off. “I never ask anything of you. Not since what happened. But now I need your help. And Colleen may want something from your father’s family since she doesn’t have her own father.”
 
   Ouch. Kelly should be used to her mother dredging up “the big mistake,” but it hurt just the same. “Mother, I don’t have time.”
 
   “You never have time.” She heard her mother’s deep intake of breath. “Kelly, I’m almost seventy. I don’t get around as well as I used to. I need your help.”
 
   Kelly read the pleading note in her mother’s sharp voice. “With C.B. married and Aunt Bess gone, I’m starting a new life, Mother.”
 
   “I’m starting one too, dear.” Her mother’s tone softened. “It’s just for a few weeks.”
 
   It had to be tough getting older. Aunt Bess had not taken kindly to old age and had gone kicking and screaming to the end, never acknowledging she wasn’t able to do what her aging body prevented her from doing. Her mother was different. She’d never written a check until her father died. Although always subservient to him, her mother had taken his passing hard.
 
   She and Aunt Bess could never understand Grace Baron’s passivity and abject dependence on her husband. They were two self-reliant women, cut from the same cloth and used to doing things for themselves. It was hard for them to ask for help, but they gave it freely as part of their DNA.
 
   “Okay, Mother,” Kelly said, knowing this time she couldn’t deny her mother’s request. “I can be up there in a couple of weeks. I have some things to get done here before then.”
 
   “You must arrive before July tenth. That’s when I’m, er, moving. Can you be here for your birthday on the sixth? It will be fun to celebrate it here.”
 
   “I’ll be there. Don’t worry.”
 
   As always her mother hung up without saying good-bye. Kelly slammed the iPhone down on her mattress. Damn! She set her jaw, flipped off the bedside lamp and stared into the darkness. Her mother was moving into a retirement home. She needed Kelly’s help, but Kelly dreaded going home.
 
   “You can never go home again,” James Agee had written. Kelly fled Lanham at eighteen, accepting the truth of that adage.
 
   By agreeing to help her mother, she was putting her life on hold one more time. Maybe Lanham was as good as any place to retreat and plot her next move.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Lanham, Indiana
 
   Two weeks later
 
    
 
   Lanham, Indiana, was a small county seat in the southern part of the state about fifty miles north of the border. Kelly’s arrival on Saturday, July third, coincided with the city-wide Independence Day celebration on the town square.
 
   She avoided the square and drove three blocks to her mother’s house, parking in front. Turning off the ignition, Kelly stared at the two-story white frame house with its wraparound front porch. Surrounded by a white picket fence, the house had been built in 1909 by her father’s grandfather. An old-fashioned swing suspended motionless from the joists just outside a floor-to-ceiling bedroom window.
 
   This was supposed to be home. She swallowed hard, trying to erase the needless fear she felt. Her father was dead. Memories of her harsh upbringing were just that: memories.
 
   Because of her father’s strict rules, she had never fit in with other kids. Forced to wear long skirts and put her thick, red hair up into an out-of-date bun, she was often bullied and called names. While growing up, her father had limited her friendships and activities. Later he had stopped her from dating, thinking he could prevent exactly what happened.
 
   Taking a big breath for courage, Kelly climbed out of the car and grabbed her purse. She strode up the cracked, concrete sidewalk and mounted three short steps to the front porch. A board squeaked and the heels of her sandals made flapping sounds as she crossed the wooden planks to the door. A ruled notebook paper was taped to the glass. I’m at the square working in the cake walk booth. Come on down. Mom.
 
   Kelly read her mother’s scrawling handwriting and rubbed her nose. What had gotten into her “afraid of her shadow” mother? Pitching in at a charity event was contrary to her stay-at-home personality. Kelly fished for the house key in her pocket and opened the front door.
 
   There was nothing warm and welcoming in the living room. It was filled with packing boxes that were taped and labeled. All the old, comfortable furniture was gone—the worn flowered sofa from her childhood, the hand-crafted cherry tables built by her grandfather, and multi-colored cotton rag rugs braided by her grandmother.
 
   Kelly frowned. Why did her mother need her help? The packing looked to be well underway and professionally done at that.
 
   Her breath hitched. She couldn’t stay here. Regardless of its familiarity, this place had never been a true home, not like the one she and Aunt Bess had created for C.B. in Louisville.
 
   Backing out of the room, Kelly shut the door and pocketed the key. Returning to her car, she tucked a handful of bills and her iPhone in the pocket of her khaki cropped pants, tossed her purse into the trunk, slammed it, and locked the car door.
 
   The last thing she wanted to do was go to the Fourth of July festival where she might run into people who had known her as a kid but never accepted her—people who quickly passed judgment when she got into trouble. Granted, she had passed plenty of judgment on herself, but the criticism from Lanham busybodies didn’t help matters. That had been part of the reason she left town.
 
   ****
 
   Rob Scott sat balancing on a narrow piece of hard plastic over a five hundred gallon polyethylene dunk tank. It was surrounded by a vinyl-coated steel protective cage. Mercifully his white T-shirt and blue swim trunks remained dry. The assorted spectators peering at him from the courthouse lawn had failed to hit the red bull’s-eye which would dump him into the cold water below.
 
   He didn’t mind exposing himself like this, perching above the water, egging people on to get them to spend money on chances. Further, the more chances these people bought, the more funds he raised for the Lanham Children’s Club, a local organization that needed help. It had fallen on hard times over the years he had been gone from his hometown. When he returned five years ago, he had taken an interest in it, becoming a volunteer and trying to return it to the well-run club that had been there for him when he was growing up.
 
   Rob wiped sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. The weather was oppressive. The blistering July sun beat down on his head, and the humidity was so thick he could almost see it. Maybe a good drenching was what he needed.
 
   “C’mon, Jake,” he called out to a wide-eyed boy who attended the afterschool program and now stood smacking bubble gum in front of the tank. “Let’s see you hit the bull’s-eye.”
 
   “Ain’t got no money, Mr. Scott,” the boy replied with a shake of his head.
 
   “Step aside, kid.” A short man with a beer belly paunch under his ribbed, wife-beater undershirt edged the boy out of the way. “Your time has come, mister,” the guy said with a cocky grin and proceeded to throw three baseballs, each of them missing the target.
 
   “Aw, c’mon, buddy,” Rob shouted. “You throw like a girl!”
 
   The guy paid a dollar for three more chances and missed again. He went away grumbling, but a teenage boy took his place. Rob heckled his attempt. The boy failed to connect. Maybe Rob would get through his shift without being dunked.
 
   And then he saw her.
 
   She stood behind a group of small girls. A sharp pang took his breath away. Kelly? He hadn’t seen Kelly since graduation when she had given him the cold shoulder, but there was no mistaking that shock of dark red hair. She had cut it so it was short like a boy’s, probably shorter than his.
 
   He shouldn’t be surprised to see her, for he knew Kelly was coming to town. In fact, he and his father planned to have dinner with Kelly and her mother tonight. Yet spotting her in the crowd, all grown up and gorgeous threw him off kilter. He didn’t anticipate their meeting this way, and the shock of seeing her left him confused, an emotion he was all too familiar with lately.
 
   Memory sliced sharply into his chest. Her father was strict and he didn’t have the guts to run afoul of her old man. He didn’t date Kelly openly. Instead they met at the library, and he walked her part of the way home, bought her Cokes, and dreamed about her at night. But he avoided her in school, taking the coward’s way out.
 
   Other boys thought Kelly was ugly. But it was the way her father made her pin up her beautiful hair and wear skirts and long-sleeved shirts as if he was trying to hide her natural beauty. Kelly was more than a pretty face. She was kind and giving and smart. And she was strong, maybe too strong for her own good.
 
   Regret cut through him. He remembered her long, silky hair, and how he had lost himself in it that night when it slid over his bare chest. Their time together had been brief, leaving him longing for more.
 
   “Hey, Kel,” he called out to her. “Let’s see that pitching arm of yours. Or has old age caught up with you?”
 
   She stood stock-still, staring at him. She had that same piercing green-eyed gaze that intrigued him at the library senior year. He saw her set her jaw. She dug into her pocket and paid for three balls.
 
   “C’mon now, let’s see what ya got! Wind ‘er up, sugar.” He played his role, egging her on.
 
   He saw her take a steadying breath. With deliberate movements, she faced her shoulder and lower body so they lined up toward the target. Her back was perpendicular to the bull’s-eye, her hips closed and pointing in the same direction. She stepped toward the target with her lead foot, pushed off her back leg, and threw the ball using her entire body.
 
   The ball glanced harmlessly off the yellow target canvas.
 
   “Aw, you throw like a baby,” Rob chided, liking the way she threw like a boy, moving with an athletic grace that showed off her femininity. “Worse yet, you throw like a girl.”
 
   She didn’t say a word, but her eyes narrowed. Lining up carefully, she threw again and this time came closer.
 
   “Sissy! You couldn’t hit a barn!” Rob rubbed it in.
 
   She licked her lips and shook the tenseness out of her shoulders. Then she stepped forward again with the same throwing motion and sailed the hard ball toward the target.
 
   Before he could blink, Rob felt the seat give way, and in a swift whoosh, he plunged into the dunk tank sending a splash of cold water over the side.
 
   Damn, she did it! Rob laughed, swallowed a mouthful of water and climbed out of the tank. He reached for a towel left in the grass next to the ladder and wiped his eyes. Toweling his hair, he walked around the side of the booth anxious to speak to Kelly.
 
   But she was gone.
 
    
 
   What had she done? Kelly scurried through the crowd, sick to her stomach. Rob Scott was the last person on earth she expected to see sitting in a dunking booth on the courthouse lawn.
 
   Her last glimpse of him was at graduation. She had avoided him after the ceremony. Already pregnant with his child, there was no way she could face him after the way his mother treated her. Besides he was bound for Northwestern the following day, heading to summer school so he could get a jump on his freshman year. Rob was like that, a risk-taker, full of big plans and lofty ambitions.
 
   Over the years, he had attained them. She caught sketchy details of his life from her mother’s gossip during visits to Louisville. Rob was a big shot lawyer in Chicago raking in millions. He had married another lawyer. That news had hurt more than she could have imagined, but good for him. That’s what he always wanted—career, money and marriage. She was glad he realized his dream—something that wouldn’t have happened if he had a wife and child to care for just as he was getting started.
 
   But what was he doing here? And why did he look so damn cute and boyish sitting there in that booth? His blond hair was a little too long and his smile a little too cute. What had snapped inside her? Maybe it was when his gaze had connected with hers. That knowing, superior look in his eyes had gotten to her. Suddenly angry, remembering the way his mother had talked down to her, the way she had always felt inferior to his family, she wanted to take him down a peg—let him know there was more to her than a one-night stand.
 
   It was a good thing she had learned the proper way to pitch so she could teach the kids in her fifth grade class. Pitching was like riding a bike. Once you had the technique, your brain and body didn’t forget how to do it.
 
   Yet she’d been surprised when the ball connected to the bull’s-eye and Rob had plummeted into the tank. At that moment, she wanted to celebrate. Instead she ran.
 
   Kelly ducked into the Country Affair Antique Store, one of the small specialty shops that surrounded the town square, plunging deep into the rows of consigned furniture and knickknacks, not looking for anything in particular. She just hoped to hide and regain what was left of her composure.
 
   “Kelly? Is that you?”
 
   Kelly pasted a smile on her face as she turned and recognized Mary Beth Jameson, one of the few girls who’d talked to her in high school. “Yes, it’s me,” she said. “I’m surprised you knew me.”
 
   “There’s no mistaking that hair color. I like it short.” Mary Beth gave her a quick hug. “I’m so glad to see you. I figured you would come home.”
 
   Kelly stepped back, crossing her arms even though the cool air-conditioned shop felt good. Town gossips already knew her mother was moving. “Yes, I’m here to help my mother.”
 
   “I hear congratulations are in order,” Mary Beth said. “When I saw your mother in church last Sunday, she told me her good news and mentioned your daughter got married recently.”
 
   Kelly smiled. She was proud of C.B. and her marriage to such a nice young man. “Thank you. How’s your family?” She couldn’t remember if Mary Beth was married.
 
   “My parents retired to Florida and my oldest son starts college in the fall. The youngest one will be a freshman in high school.”
 
   Kelly shook her head. “Imagine us having grown children.”
 
   Mary Beth huffed a breath. “I turned forty in February, and I tell you, I feel so old.”
 
   “Well, you don’t look it,” Kelly said giving her an approving glance. Mary Beth looked the same as the last day she saw her, the day Kelly had said good-bye before boarding the bus for Louisville to live with Aunt Bess.
 
   “Phaw!” Mary Beth waved off the compliment. “I camouflage the fat well. You, on the other hand, still look trim and fit.”
 
   “I work at it.” Kelly shrugged. They turned and strolled toward the shop door.
 
   “You’re not the only one who works at it,” Mary Beth remarked. “I see Rob Scott jogging every morning on the high school track. He’s still as handsome as he was in high school.”
 
   Kelly paused at the door, took a breath and fought the pain that shot through her heart. She glanced sideways at Mary Beth wondering if her friend had ever guessed the truth. “What’s Rob doing back in Lanham?”
 
   “He’s working in his Dad’s law firm and he’s divorced.”
 
   The news rocked Kelly like a blast of wind. “Really?” She tried to sound nonchalant.
 
   Mary Beth leaned close. “It was a nasty one,” she said in a loud whisper. Then she stood straight, her face reflecting satisfaction about the juicy tidbits she was about to impart. “They had moved from Chicago several years ago, but his wife never liked Lanham. She up and left him for another man.”
 
   Kelly stepped back, floored by the information. “She did?”
 
   Mary Beth nodded. “Yes. Rumor says Rob is doing a lot of work for the children’s club because he’s trying to avoid dealing with the loss of his wife.”
 
   “Really? He must have loved her very much.” Kelly looked away, confused. She didn’t know how to digest all that gossip. The fact that Rob was back in town was reason to finish with her mother’s business ASAP and leave. Thinking Lanham could be a cozy retreat had been a big, fat mistake.
 
   Mary Beth opened the shop door. Light streamed inside revealing dust motes dancing in the summertime air. “Well, I’ve got to run. So nice to see you again.”
 
   “It’s been nice seeing you,” Kelly agreed. And informative. Knowing that she could run into Rob again didn’t do much for her equilibrium.
 
   She turned and wandered down the nearest aisle, trying to make sense of Mary Beth’s revelation. She had nothing to fear from seeing Rob again. C.B. was healthy and happy and all grown up. No one in the whole wide world knew her secret. She’d kept it well hidden. If she stayed away from Rob Scott, he could pose no serious problem.
 
   Kelly rounded a corner and halted. Rob walked down the opposite aisle looking as if he was searching for something…or someone. She stepped back behind a huge mahogany armoire. Great. If she had nothing to worry about why was her heart racing?
 
   “There you are.”
 
   Kelly’s blood stilled. She turned slowly, reluctantly, and stared up at a practically naked ghost from her past. Rob’s wet T-shirt had the Lanham Children’s Club logo on it. He wore swim trunks and Teva sandals. His dark, blond hair, still damp, curled at the nape of his neck and around his ears, too long for a high-priced Chicago lawyer she thought.
 
   Tall, bronzed, muscled—he was much more than her faded dreams. His presence was magnetic. Kelly felt the pull of his charisma, his blue eyes drawing her in, even though he had not said more than three words.
 
   “Sorry about that,” she said, hardly able to speak, and nodded at him to indicate she meant his wet clothes.
 
   “You’re the first one to dunk me all day,” he said as she felt heat sweep her face. “I must admit I was feeling pretty cocky about avoiding the water.”
 
   “You were always a cocky son-of-a-gun.”
 
   He grinned. “And you always surprised me when you spoke your mind in class.”
 
   Kelly shrugged, amazed how easy it was talking to this specter from her past. “I hope I’ve learned a little caution over the years. My mouth doesn’t get me into as much trouble as it used to.”
 
   “We had some hot debates in journalism class,” Rob acknowledged, his gaze sweeping over her face.
 
   “That we did.” Kelly offered an awkward smile and glanced away, unable to meet his probing eyes. Damn! She would be forty in three days. She was not a heartsick teenager. The promise of passion in Rob’s eyes, however unintentional, was almost too overwhelming to be ignored, and it made her queasy.
 
   “You disappeared after I got dunked,” Rob said. “Luckily, I ran into Mary Beth, and she told me where to find you.”
 
   “Oh?” Good old Mary Beth. She had certainly taken over as queen of the town gossips. Her friend was probably already spreading the word that divorced, hunky lawyer Rob Scott was inquiring about unfortunate Kelly Baron, the poor girl from town who got knocked up in high school and had never married.
 
   Why so defensive all of a sudden? Plenty of women were in her shoes. And there weren’t old maids in the twenty-first century. A woman wasn’t a failure simply because she never married. At least she had made a conscious decision about her marital status, letting Thomas down as easily as she could before leaving Louisville, never taking his ring. She was liberated. And she liked it that way.
 
   There was nothing to be defensive about.
 
   Except when she stood face-to-face with the father of her child, who was now divorced and even more drop-dead gorgeous all grown up.
 
   “How did you make that great throw?” he asked.
 
   “I’m just lucky, I guess.” She tried to brush him off.
 
   But it didn’t work.
 
   “I’m glad I’m going to get time to spend with you. You can teach me how to pitch like that so I can teach the children’s club kids.”
 
   “We’re spending time together?” This was news.
 
   “We’re going to dinner at the Eagle’s Nest tonight. You know, I want to feel good about this marriage. I haven’t had much luck with the institution myself.” Rob cocked his head and she saw something like hurt in his eyes. “But the two of them are dead set on doing it. How do you feel about it?”
 
   “About what?” Somewhere along the line he had lost her. Had she missed something in the conversation? Kelly frowned, her lips turning down. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what you’re talking about, Rob. Who is ‘we’?”
 
   “You, your mom, my dad and me,” he answered quickly.
 
   “I don’t know your dad. Why are we going to dinner?”
 
   “To talk about wedding plans.”
 
   “What wedding?” Kelly heard the pitch in her voice rise.
 
   He rubbed his forehead. “Don’t you know? Your mom is marrying my dad.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me.” Kelly poured microwaved water into a crockery mug over an Earl Gray teabag. Trying to still her shaking hand, she pressed the flat part of a spoon against the bag while the tea steeped. She was so angry she couldn’t look her mother in the face.
 
   Grace Baron brought a small glass pitcher filled with half-and-half to the kitchen table and sat down across from her daughter. The kitchen was the only place in the house to sit, and even it was crowded with big brown boxes packed with her mother’s dishes, pots and pans.
 
   “You were so busy with Colleen’s wedding and the end of school,” Grace said with a shrug. She put her elbows on the table and leaned toward Kelly. “I didn’t want to bother you.”
 
   “Bother me?” Kelly couldn’t believe what she’d just heard. She looked up. “About something so important? You let me believe you were moving into a retirement home.”
 
   “I never said anything about a retirement home. You assumed that’s what I was doing.”
 
   “That’s what women your age usually do, not get married!”
 
   “I’m not dead yet.” Her mother’s mouth drew into an angry straight line. “It’s never too late to find true love.”
 
   Kelly ran her fingers through her short-cropped hair. “How long have you known this man?”
 
   Grace shifted uneasily in her chair but didn’t remove her gaze from her daughter. “His name is Howard. I’ve known of him since your father and I moved to Lanham, but I didn’t meet him personally until after your father died a year ago. We met at the grief support group at church,” Grace quickly explained, her chin lifting as if to deflect Kelly’s implicit criticism. “He was lonely. His second wife died two years ago.”
 
   “Second wife?” Kelly’s voice rose.
 
   “Yes.” Grace drew the word out losing patience. “His first wife, Rob’s mother, died when Rob was in his early twenties.”
 
   At the mention of Rob’s name, Kelly stiffened. She was wired tight. Her right heel tapped silently against the hardwood floor. She cupped the mug in her hands and took a sip, forcing herself to ease the strain in her shoulders as she stared across the table at a mother she didn’t recognize any more.
 
   At least Rob’s domineering mother was no longer in the picture.
 
   “Even though your father was a harsh man, I depended on him.” Glancing down, Grace toyed with the handle of the cream pitcher. “I’m not like you, Kelly. You don’t need a man. You’re okay not being married. But I’ve never lived alone.”
 
   Hearing herself described that way made Kelly grimace inwardly. Her mother’s portrayal wasn’t flattering. She wasn’t independent or self-reliant by choice. She liked to think of herself as a woman who had done what she had to do.
 
   “You sell yourself short, Mother,” Kelly said, unable to hide her frown.
 
   “I don’t think so.” Grace was defensive. “Your father is not around to help me. Neither are you. I can’t do all this on my own.” She waved her hand around the kitchen. “This house is too big for a single person.”
 
   Kelly’s eyes narrowed as she stared at the tiny woman with salt and pepper gray hair. When she told her parents about her pregnancy, her father had been furious. He had insisted on an abortion. Her mother, always the good wife, had not objected, leaving Kelly alone to defend herself from the wrath of a man sorely disappointed in his only daughter. She had never gotten over her mother’s betrayal.
 
   Kelly placed the mug on the table and leaned forward. “I don’t understand.” She shook her head. “Why Mr. Scott? He’s not our kind. We’re a blue collar family. The Scotts are from Locust Grove.”
 
   It was true. The Scotts were Lanham high society unlike Kelly’s father who had worked a minimum wage job at a plastics injection molding company. The Barons lived in a fairly nice house only because her dad had inherited it. The Scott family lived in a stately colonial in the better part of town. Howard Scott was a lawyer and former town mayor.
 
   And he was C.B.’s grandfather.
 
   The thought made Kelly choke. She coughed, swallowed hard, and looked away. Good grief. What was happening here? This was developing into her worst nightmare.
 
   Grace started to cry. She got up and pulled a tissue from a box on the counter and then came back to her chair. “I can’t believe you’re worried about appearances.” She dabbed the corner of her eye. “That’s so unlike you.”
 
   Another dig at her big mistake. Would she ever live it down?
 
   “Howie isn’t a bit concerned about what people think,” Grace said.
 
   Howie? Kelly sank back in her chair. Think! This was going to happen—she could tell from the uncharacteristic determination in her mother’s weepy eyes. How could she protect C.B.? Herself? Facing the hard edge of reality had her searching for an escape.
 
   “What do you want from me, Mother? Why am I here?”
 
   “I knew you wouldn’t come if I told you the truth.” Grace wiped her nose. “You and C.B. and Daniel are family. I wanted my family to be here with me when I marry Howie.”
 
   Kelly sat forward again. She should feel guilty that her mother had to trick her own daughter into coming to the wedding. But she had finished with the list of “shoulds” a long time ago.
 
   “When is it?” Kelly asked in a cool voice.
 
   “July ninth. Until then, I really do need your help going through things. I’ve left your room for you to do.” Grace nodded, her eyes watering. “And the attic is a mess.”
 
   “Okay.” Kelly sat back widening the distance between them. “What about this dinner tonight?”
 
   “I want you to meet Howie. We’re invited to dinner with his son. You remember Rob from high school. He’s divorced now and single.”
 
   Divorced people were usually single, but Kelly didn’t point that out. Instead, gritting her teeth, she remained silent, figuring a smart-alecky comment wasn’t worth the effort. Her mother was matchmaking, and Kelly was being set up. With Rob Scott of all people. The irony was too much.
 
   “You’d best clean up,” Grace said. “Put on something besides those shorts.”
 
   Now her mother sounded like her normal self. Kelly pushed back from the table and stood. “Yes, that sounds like a good idea.” Giving her mother a tiny smile, she went into the living room where she’d left her suitcase.
 
   She slung her duffle bag over her shoulder and grabbed the handle of her wheeled luggage. Then she climbed the stairs to her childhood room, dragging the luggage behind her.
 
   Kelly dropped the duffle bag onto the wooden floor by her bedroom door. Slowly she released her grip on the handle of her luggage, leaving the bag at the doorway, and stepped into the room. A flood of shame overcame her. She sucked in a breath and stared at her bedroom. It looked the same as it had looked over twenty years ago when she was a kid in trouble.
 
   For one heart-stopping moment, Kelly felt as if she had never left home. All the guilt and anger and fear from those last two months of high school came spiraling back. Her knees weakened, and she sank down on her Jenny Lind bed with its white spindle headboard and pink and purple flowered bedspread. Why had her mother refused to change this room?
 
   Last year when she came for her father’s funeral, she and C.B. had stayed at a motel. She hadn’t even been up to her room. Now seeing it again like this was creepy, especially after running into Rob today. Memories rushed back as she sat quietly looking at a Phantom of the Opera poster that had yellowed on the wall.
 
   Kelly reached for a chubby Cabbage Patch Kid propped against her pillow shams. Gathering the curly-haired doll up in her arms, she hugged it as if the embrace could ease the hurt of the past or free her from the fear of discovery.
 
   Deep down Kelly regretted her lapse in judgment and lack of control that night so long ago. Afraid to involve him because of his mother’s warning, Kelly wasn’t sure if Rob would have turned out to be the knight in shining armor to rescue her from her mistake.
 
   Yet C.B. had come from their blunder. She didn’t regret her daughter—only the things that could have been if she had made different choices.
 
   “Oh, God!” Kelly gasped unable to choke back the tears flowing freely for the first time in years. She hugged the doll and gazed at the faded poster. “I don’t believe this,” she said to the quiet room. “This is not happening.”
 
   She was scared, fearing losing control. Her life and C.B.’s lay in the balance the next few days. Her eyelids drooped and her mouth pulled downward as she fought the tense knot in her stomach.
 
   If her mother married Rob’s father, how was she going to keep her secret? It had been with her like a living thing for twenty-one years.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Saturday evening
 
    
 
   “Rob, you’re an incurable romantic,” his ex-wife Jessica had told him soon after they met. Maybe that’s why he had blindly ignored the warning signs in their marriage until it was too late, and why, even after what had happened, he was happy for his dad.
 
   Rob stood on the broken sidewalk, one foot resting on the bottom step to the porch, and watched his seventy-two-year-old father embrace Grace Baron. At his dad’s knock, she had rushed out of her front door and into his open arms, apparently oblivious to the world around her. Their public display of affection embarrassed Rob. He looked away toward the shaded street peppered with white picket fences and turn-of-the-twentieth-century houses.
 
   A widower, his father deserved what pleasure and contentment marriage to Mrs. Barron would bring. He had buried two wives, after all, Rob thought glancing back. He was impressed by the older man’s willingness to start over. And from what he knew about his future stepmother’s joyless first marriage, Rob figured she too had earned a bit of happiness.
 
   He shouldn’t be too eager to try it again. Jessica had burned him badly. But the risk-taker optimist within longed for a second chance. Maybe being an incurable romantic wasn’t smart for a lawyer who had to deal with hard facts. In his personal life, the constant push-pull of dream versus reality had proven to be a constant plague.
 
   “Someone will take off your rose-colored glasses,” Jessica had warned early on.
 
   She should know since she was the one who did it.
 
   Rob continued up the steps as Kelly came to the door and froze doe-like, her eyes wide with alarm. He couldn’t blame her reaction. It must feel strange for Kelly to see her mother in the arms of a man not her father.
 
   “Are you two lovebirds going to break it up?” he asked, hoping to add levity to an awkward moment.
 
   Of course, the two only had eyes for each other. They missed the uncomfortable look on Kelly’s face and the way she hung back as if afraid to leave the safety of the house.
 
   Rob was keenly aware of Kelly. He sensed her uneasiness and something more: fear. Was she alarmed to discover her mother’s upcoming marriage? He learned today that Grace, for whatever reason, had neglected to be honest with her daughter. He only hoped his dad wasn’t walking into a family situation beyond his ability to control.
 
   The two lovebirds drew apart but continued holding hands.
 
   “Kelly, dear, come meet Howie,” Grace said, urging her daughter forward by extending her free hand.
 
   Kelly took a step outside. She wore a flattering white sleeveless sundress that showed off her tanned skin. Rob’s eyes were automatically drawn to the fitted bust and the waistline that hit beneath it—empire style, he thought it was called. The skirt flowed from there, ending above Kelly’s knees. His gaze traveled down her shapely bronze legs to strappy white sandals. He slowly lifted his gaze back up again to her eyes.
 
   My God! What a far cry from the dowdy school girl he had once known. To say his interest was piqued was the understatement of the year.
 
   Not many women her age could wear such a dress. Jessica certainly couldn’t. She was always fighting her weight. And Kelly’s short-cropped red hair that softly framed her face made her look even younger than her almost forty years.
 
   Her gaze shifted from the couple to Rob and back again, and then she pasted a smile on her lips to cover the shadow of annoyance that crossed her face.
 
   “Howie, this is Kelly, my daughter. You’ve heard me talk about her.” Grace was anxious, Rob could tell, but she put on a proud smile.
 
   His dad was his gracious self, dropping Grace’s hand and clasping Kelly’s in a welcoming handshake. “I’m pleased to meet you,” he said, his words friendly.
 
   “Nice to meet you.”
 
   Rob wondered if she meant it.
 
   There was an air of hostility about her. And mystery. Rob figured no one knew about their brief affair in high school—if one night in the backseat of a car could be called an affair. At the time, it had seemed important—all those secret meetings at the library, the hand holding and whispered conversation culminating in that night of sex.
 
   Sneaking around had been exciting, partly because Kelly’s father had an authoritarian reputation and partly because his friends would be shocked if they knew. It had started out as a lark, talking to the “nun” at the library. But there was nothing nun-like about her Rob had found out.
 
   And never forgotten.
 
   “You look lovely tonight, Kelly,” he said to her.
 
   He was eager to get to know her again. There was something intriguing about sharing a secret with her, even one as harmless as a one-night stand over twenty years earlier.
 
    
 
   Kelly’s stomach twisted and she viewed Rob with mistrust. “Thanks. You clean up pretty good yourself,” she said unable to come back with anything wittier.
 
   This nightmare didn’t quit. First she had run into Rob, and then she’d found out her mother was engaged to be married. Now Rob’s father was holding hands with her mother like a man head over heels in love. There was something off-putting about the whole thing. Of course, most people would think it charming and sweet for two old people to find love again.
 
   No one knew what Kelly knew. And no one could understand her fear.
 
   “Let’s not stand out in this heat,” Howie suggested. “I don’t want my little flower to wilt.”
 
   Grace giggled and Kelly thought she would be sick. She glanced at Rob who winked as if he understood her predicament.
 
   “I’ve gotten used to it,” Rob whispered as they followed their parents to Howie’s Lexus SUV. “They’re very happy together.”
 
   Kelly wasn’t ready to admit her feelings out loud, although she suspected her body language gave her away. “I thought you had misgivings.”
 
   “A few, but I figure there’s nothing I can do to stop them even if I wanted to.”
 
   Wonderful. This disaster was going to happen.
 
   Rob handed Kelly into the backseat while his father helped her mother into the passenger side. Rob shut her door and came around to the other side, climbing in beside her.
 
   Their closeness was unnerving. Kelly fought down the flaring panic that rose in her chest and made her feel like throwing up.
 
   “I hope you like this restaurant.” Rob’s attempt at small talk was pathetic.
 
   “I’m sure I will.” Kelly hoped her lack of interest would shut him up.
 
   Sitting in the backseat with Rob was eerie. She had stepped into a time warp. Twenty-one years ago, she and Rob had shared the backseat of another one of his father’s cars. Kelly shifted nervously on the bench seat, feeling the leather’s coolness against her exposed back. Glancing at him, she caught recognition lighting his eyes. Rob remembered too.
 
   “This seems oddly familiar,” Rob said under his breath.
 
   Her mother and Howie were chatting, oblivious to the occupants of the backseat. Still Kelly didn’t want to go where Rob was going.
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She looked out the window trying to signal an end to the conversation.
 
   “Come on. You can’t have forgotten.”
 
   She turned quickly, her senses alert. “There are a lot of things I haven’t forgotten.” Her voice was too sharp, her breath coming fast.
 
   Kelly didn’t need his probing or the allusion to their past.
 
   “Easy now,” he cautioned. “I didn’t mean to touch a sore spot.”
 
   “Well, you have and I appreciate you not talking about it. It’s been a long time. We don’t need the past interfering with the next few days. We have to get along for their sakes.” She nodded toward the front seat and their parents.
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   Rob turned his head to look out his window. They rode in silence the rest of the way, listening to Grace discuss the strawberry wedding cake June Hobson was baking for the occasion.
 
   ****
 
   A local family had purchased The Eagle’s Nest Grist Mill several years earlier. They had stocked a pond with trout and another one with catfish and turned the old mill into a restaurant serving fried fish, fries, hush puppies and coleslaw.
 
   The meal was tasty, but Kelly, having no appetite, only picked at the catfish. Her mother, on the other hand, had never been so jovial. Kelly was surprised by the change in the woman. Granted, she was free from the confines of a dysfunctional marriage. But there was something more to her mother’s new happiness, and it had everything to do with Rob’s father. Kelly listened half-heartedly to their talk of wedding plans and tried to avoid eye contact with Rob.
 
   After a desert of key lime pie and coffee, Howie asked, “Care to take a walk around the pond?”
 
   “It’s much too hot for me, Howie, dear,” Grace said. “Why don’t the two young people go on?”
 
   Matchmaking. Kelly didn’t need to be a mind-reader to figure out her mother’s not so subtle motive.
 
   She pushed back her chair, and it scraped on the plank floor. Rob jumped to his feet and held the cane back chair for her. Ah, the perfect gentleman. Kelly bristled at his thoughtfulness, knowing she was being foolish. She walked ahead of him down the winding steps and out into the heavy twilight of a hot July day.
 
   The restaurant was in a log cabin built next to the nineteenth century era mill. Kelly stopped beside the mill trace and listened to the slap-slap sound of the water powered paddle. It turned in slow rhythm. The air smelled of heat, frying fish and wet, moss-covered wood.
 
   Rob came up behind. Her skin prickled.
 
   “It was a different time,” he mused aloud.
 
   Kelly let out a long breath, annoyed that he aroused fears and uncertainties. “Life was harder,” she stated simply.
 
   “But there was honesty about it.” His voice remained thoughtful. “When life was about basic survival, it was less complicated.”
 
   “Seems to me life continues to be about survival.” Kelly stepped away, trying to shut down any conversation between them.
 
   Rob wasn’t so easily put off. He followed, and they strolled silently together along the gravel path beside the catfish pond until they came to an empty bench on the other side.
 
   “Let’s sit down and watch the sun go down,” he suggested.
 
   Kelly hesitated but then sat down, scooting to the edge of the wooden bench as Rob sat beside her. The last time she’d shared a bench with a man, he had proposed. Another of the night’s ironies.
 
   In the western sky, the sun was an orange splotch immersed in the hazy heat of the evening. They sat quietly a few minutes.
 
   “I’ve wondered why you never married,” Rob remarked casually.
 
   “I never found the right person…unlike you,” Kelly responded. She knew her reply was insensitive, but she didn’t like being put in this spot and couldn’t keep the irritation from her voice.
 
   “I’m not sure I believe in the ‘right person’.”
 
   There was so much hurt in Rob’s soft response that Kelly glanced at him.
 
   He searched her face. “What about your baby’s father? Did he step up to the plate?”
 
   Fear cut right through her. “No.” The lie rolled from her tongue with ease. She’d had plenty of practice. “I raised C.B. with the help of my great-aunt.”
 
   “What a bastard,” Rob muttered under his breath. He looked at her. “If that had been my child, I would have stepped up.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “You sound skeptical.”
 
   She glared at him and blew out an unladylike snort. “I couldn’t depend on my parents. They didn’t even ‘step up.’ So why should I trust your empty words?” Kelly glanced down. “It’s a moot point anyway.”
 
   “I have no business asking you about your life,” he said and then added with a sly grin, “but I must admit you intrigue me.”
 
   She laughed mirthlessly to cover her annoyance. “We hardly know anything about each other. We were different people twenty years ago.”
 
   “You’re right.” He let out a breath. “It’s just that riding with you brought back a rash of old memories. Good ones, I must admit.”
 
   “Memories are inexact things.”
 
   “I suppose so.” Rob lapsed into silence.
 
   Danger signals clamored in Kelly’s head. Only a few more discussions like this and Rob might put two and two together—backseat, pregnancy, Kelly leaves town. It wasn’t hard to figure out knowing what Rob knew. He was the only one who had all the puzzle pieces, the only one who could guess her secret.
 
   “There’s your father waving at us.” Kelly stood up, glad for the distraction. “We’d better go.”
 
   As she had done in the past, Kelly ran away from the uncomfortable situation.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Sunday morning
 
   July Fourth
 
    
 
   As she showered and dressed, Kelly mulled over the events of the previous day. Sure, she and Rob had a past, but it wasn’t as glorious and idyllic as he wanted to remember. Not coming clean about their daughter didn’t trouble her. Her loyalty lay with C.B., not with a man whose only contribution to her child’s life had been a one-night stand.
 
   Was she being selfish? Probably, but twenty-one years ago she had reasons for keeping quiet. The secret had been a huge part of her life, something she kept without thinking just as she ate or breathed.
 
   Kelly went downstairs to the kitchen, her steps reluctant. The house was too quiet, tomb-like with its silent packing boxes blocking the way. Howie was paying for the move. It figured because her mother didn’t have that kind of money.
 
   Kelly sighed as she tried to quell the trepidation that churned in her stomach. She didn’t like change and she was getting a double dose of it at the moment.
 
   In the kitchen Kelly discovered that her mother had started a pot of coffee. Under a clean mug on the countertop was a note that read “gone to church.”
 
   “Church?” Kelly poured coffee into the mug and took a welcome first sip. When had her mother started going to church? This was a change. Another thing to view with suspicion.
 
   A “Danny Boy” ringtone shattered the quiet. “C.B.” Kelly pulled her lips up into a slight smile, her heart filling with warmth, and set down her mug. She picked up her iPhone and swiped the slider across the bottom of the display to answer the phone. “Hello, pumpkin.”
 
   “So, Mom, what do you think about Grandma?” C.B.’s soft voice was high pitched with excitement.
 
   “You know?”
 
   “Sure.” Kelly heard her daughter laugh. “She told me last week but swore me to secrecy.”
 
   “She told you?” Kelly couldn’t control her surprise.
 
   “She’s so happy. Grandma said she couldn’t keep the news to herself any longer.”
 
   “Why didn’t she tell me?” And why did her mother let her learn it from Rob Scott, of all people? The affront stung. “She lied to get me here,” Kelly said, knowing her protest sounded petty.
 
   “You know you wouldn’t have gone to Lanham if she’d told you the truth,” C.B. pointed out as if she were a mother scolding a child.
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “Oh, don’t be so defensive.”
 
   “I’m not defensive!”
 
   “I can hear it in your voice. You never were a good liar.”
 
   Kelly sat down hard on one of the two remaining kitchen chairs. Her daughter was laughing at her. She sucked in a deep calming breath. “I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Daniel and I will be up for the wedding on the ninth. Try to find out what Grandma wants for a gift, will you?”
 
   “I haven’t a clue.” A bridal gift was the last thing on Kelly’s mind.
 
   “Well, anyway, I’ve thought about buying her something sexy and red. Something to spice up her wedding night.”
 
   “C.B.!” Kelly heard more laughter. Her daughter was enjoying her discomfort as much as she enjoyed her grandmother’s forthcoming nuptials.
 
   “We’ll see you then, Mom,” C.B. said. “And don’t be upset. Relax and be happy for her. She deserves it.”
 
   “We’ll see,” she said as C.B. rung off. Standing up, Kelly returned to the kitchen sink, picked up her mug and dumped the coffee down the drain. “Damn.”
 
   She needed help—a way to get out of this sticky situation—but with C.B. and Daniel coming to town, she was trapped. She couldn’t give them any reason to suspect the extent of her dilemma.
 
   Kelly glanced at her iPhone to check the time. Then heading into the hall, she touched the contact button for Rachel.
 
   ****
 
   “You’ve got to be kidding me!” Rachel’s first reaction mirrored Kelly’s. At least someone understood.
 
   With her iPhone clamped to her ear, Kelly mounted the stairs to the second floor then the narrow flight to the attic.
 
   “I thought I was coming home to help my mother move into a retirement home,” Kelly told her best friend. “Instead, she’s getting married. ‘It’s never too late to find true love’ she told me.”
 
   Rachel gave a short laugh. “You must admit the woman has guts.”
 
   “I don’t know when she developed them.” Kelly shook her head. “She certainly didn’t have any when she was married to my father.”
 
   “In my experience, knowing you’re truly loved is a liberating thing,” Rachel said. “You can be yourself easier if you have that assurance.”
 
   “I wouldn’t know.” No, she wouldn’t. Kelly fought a deep resentment. Anger at Rob for not being the man she needed back then made her heart pound. Anger at the impotent fear that gripped her and caused her to date men like Thomas Dunlap made her sick.
 
   “Your mother must feel very secure to make this change.”
 
   “I guess.” Kelly stood at the threshold to the attic and told Rachel all the gory details leaving out the part about Rob and the fact that C.B. was Howie’s granddaughter.
 
   “I assume she’s moving in with Howie once they’re married. What’s going to happen to her house?” Rachel asked.
 
   “I don’t know.” Kelly switched on the overhead light bulb and walked across the hardwood floor skirting the old furniture draped with sheets and dusty boxes of junk stacked on top of other boxes of junk. A dirty window allowed a glimmer of weak summer sunlight into the area under the steeped roof.
 
   “Wouldn’t it be fun if you turned her house into a bed and breakfast? Carl and I have enjoyed owning ours, and you were searching for something different to do with your life.”
 
   “It’s not that simple.” No, and it wasn’t safe. Kelly couldn’t chance staying in Lanham any longer than necessary.
 
   “Well, think about it. Anything is doable if you want it badly enough.”
 
   “That’s just it. I don’t know what I want.”
 
   “You’ll find out.”
 
   Rachel’s words were reassuring, but Kelly wasn’t willing to be reassured. There was too much at stake. They talked a few minutes longer then ended the call.
 
   Kelly stuffed her iPhone into the pocket of her denim shorts and took stock of the attic. With no air conditioning up here, it wasn’t likely she’d spend much time sorting and packing. Best to drag the boxes downstairs somehow. But where to start?
 
   Wandering over to the window, she gazed down at the yard below. How many times as a child had she run through the yard with other kids from the neighborhood? They’d played hide and seek and once during time off from school, they’d built snow forts and held mock wars—boys against girls—throwing snow balls and freezing their butts off.
 
   She had friends at one time. That was before she became an outcast. Before her father made her wear ugly dresses and pin up her hair. Kelly squeezed her eyes shut remembering that time. Her father had gone weird, yelling at her and accusing her of things she had never done. Was she ten at the time? Or eleven? Or maybe she was twelve and had just gotten her period.
 
   Sometimes she used to escape up here to the attic. Not in the summer, but in the fall and spring. Sometimes in the winter if it wasn’t too cold. She’d read up here, sitting on the old, wooden footlocker under the window.
 
   Kelly opened her eyes and glanced down. The footlocker, the one her grandfather had used during World War II, was in the same spot and still locked with the padlock she had put on it in high school. The attic looked the same. So did her room. She was almost forty years old and today she felt like a kid again—a scared, unhappy kid. The pain and bewilderment of that lost time gnawed at her in a tragically familiar way.
 
   Why was it when everyone around her was changing, she felt stuck? As if she was marking time, neither coming nor going, just being.
 
   Swallowing hard, Kelly fought back tears of self-pity, swaying a little as she stood in the middle of the attic floor. This wasn’t like her. She didn’t cry. She didn’t feel sorry for herself. She got on with things. Did what had to be done. Made the best of bad situations.
 
   Just like she had to do now.
 
   “Kelly!”
 
   Her mother’s sharp voice rang out, drifting up the stairs all the way to the attic. Kelly couldn’t escape it.
 
   “Upstairs, Mother,” she called down.
 
   “Good. I’ve brought Rob home with me. He’s offered to help us clean out the attic.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   Kelly wanted to sink through the hardwood floor, but she refused to let her insecurity get the best of her. Instead she drew a deep breath and waited. Not for long. Rob bounded up the stairs. His presence in the hot, dark attic, wearing only shorts and a T-shirt, was like that of a celestial angel—bright and vibrant, as glowing as the smile on his face.
 
   He stopped and stared at her. She stood a little straighter, a knot tightening in her stomach. Their gazes connected and sizzled.
 
   Kelly heard her mother’s laboring steps coming up the stairs. She swallowed hard. “What?”
 
   “You’re beautiful,” he said as if he really meant it.
 
   Kelly glanced down at her white T-shirt, denim shorts, and white sandals. Who was he kidding? She snapped her head up and glared at him, not trusting herself to speak.
 
   “There you are.” Her mother had words enough for both of them. Having come from church, she was dressed in a conservative blue suit and a soft white blouse, looking better than Kelly remembered. “What a mess this place is.” Grace shouldered past them, shaking her head, as she walked to the middle of the room. The lone light bulb threw her face into sharp contrast. “It’s hot. We certainly can’t work up here.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking,” Rob flexed his bare arm, showing off his biceps. “You need male help.”
 
   “Show off.” Kelly turned with a huff, unable to look at the exposed reminder of his male body. “You can take this footlocker downstairs, but leave it in my room. I’ll sort through it there.”
 
   “Kelly, don’t be rude,” her mother scolded.
 
   “That’s okay, Grace.” Rob crossed to the window and lifted the footlocker with ease. “Kel will get used to having me around. She has to since she’s going to be my stepsister.”
 
   What? Kelly turned quickly to see Rob’s hunky backside as he left the attic lugging the footlocker. The nightmare was growing more horrible by the moment.
 
   “Really, Kelly, why are you acting this way toward Rob? He’s only here to help.”
 
   Kelly closed her eyes a moment in an attempt to control her exasperation. No wonder she never wanted to come home. Here she remained a child.
 
   “There are a lot of things I shouldn’t do, Mother, but that has never stopped me.”
 
   “I just want us to get along.” Her mother shook her head, her eyes hopeful. “I just want us to be a family.”
 
   “This is your family. Your idea. I’ll try to be polite, but don’t count on me liking it.” Kelly snatched up a tattered box and marched down the stairs, sidestepping Rob who was coming up. Their shoulders brushed, and Kelly jerked away quickening her pace.
 
   “Be careful,” he called after her.
 
   “I’m not a child!” Good grief. Now Rob treated her like one.
 
   At that moment her foot slipped on the next to the bottom step, and still clutching the box, she bumped on her butt down the remaining two steps.
 
   “Damn,” she cried out in anger. “Damn! Damn! Damn!”
 
   “Good catch.”
 
   Kelly glanced over her shoulder and lifted her gaze up the flight of stairs to see a pair of hairy legs and tan cargo shorts with a very male bulge that left nothing to the imagination. Her view wouldn’t be so bad during normal circumstances, but circumstances were not normal. This was Rob and he was laughing at her.
 
    
 
   Kelly didn’t know how cute she looked sprawled out on the floor giving him the evil eye. If he were a gentleman, he’d rush downstairs and lift the box from her arms, but he was enjoying himself too much. Rob loved her spunk—maybe it went with the red hair—and he loved the way she’d overcome the straightjacket her father had put her in as a kid.
 
   It took strength for her to raise a child by herself. He admired her for that. Kelly’s self-sacrifice put her on a pedestal in his eyes.
 
   For the first time since his divorce he was ready to try again. He’d been licking his wounds too long. There wasn’t anyone in Lanham worth dating. The hot women were all married, and the single women didn’t interest him. Not like Kelly with her flashing green eyes and quick temper.
 
   “Stay put. I’ll help you up.” Rob trotted down the steps and picked up the box. It wasn’t heavy. Just awkward.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   He pulled her to her feet with his free hand, his fingers locking with hers, not letting them go. Face-to-face, her expression stricken, Rob held her against his chest for a heart-beating moment.
 
   “Think you’ll live?” He winked at her.
 
   “This time.”
 
   Kelly wrenched her hand from his and turned away flouncing back up the attic stairs. Rob watched her go, appreciating the view. Miss Baron could play hard to get all she wanted, but in various circles, he was known for his persistence. She didn’t stand a chance.
 
   Unable to hide a smug grin, he delivered the box to an open space on the living room floor and went back for more. He passed Kelly several times on the stairs as they carried boxes up and down. She tried to ignore him, but he could tell she was working too hard at it. He was getting under her skin which suited him fine.
 
    
 
   Who called a truce? Kelly certainly hadn’t, but for some odd and very strange reason, she and Rob worked together during the afternoon. He kept a deliberate, taunting distance, and Kelly was only too glad to let him, very proud of the control she exhibited. In fact, she seemed to have the whole situation in hand. Rob Scott was not going to get to her. That part of her life was over and done with.
 
   By four o’clock the living room was organized chaos. Boxes of donation items were collected in the middle of the room. Mismatched chairs and an old oak table were shoved against a wall ready for the second hand store. The trash cans behind the house were overflowing and boxes of trash were stacked beside them.
 
   “Are you sure you don’t want anything?” Her mother asked in a voice reflecting her disappointment.
 
   “No.” Kelly shook her head. “I’m not the sentimental type.”
 
   “If you can keep this stuff here until the children’s club yard sale in September, we can use the items,” Rob said.
 
   Was he really serious about his volunteer work for the children’s club? Kelly bit her lower lip and assessed Rob with a questioning glance. “You can sell this junk?”
 
   “You’d be surprised how much will sell. What’s the old saying? One man’s junk is another man’s treasure.”
 
   Rachel’s earlier question came to mind, and Kelly turned to her mother. “What are you going to do with the house?”
 
   “Sell it too, I guess. Howie and I have talked about it since you don’t seem to want it.”
 
   The hurt in her mother’s voice was palpable. “What makes you say that?” Kelly asked.
 
   “Well, do you?”
 
   Kelly’s eyes narrowed and she looked away unable to meet her mother’s challenge. “I don’t know what I want.” She turned and left the living room. “I’m going to get some fresh air.”
 
   Outside on the porch, she sat down on the swing, tucking her feet up under her cross-legged. She had come to Lanham thinking her mother needed her. Since C.B.’s marriage no one needed her, and for a woman who had fashioned her whole life giving to her child and later her aunt, it was a traumatic loss. The whole idea of creating a new life and “finding herself” was no longer appealing. In two more days she’d be forty. Why didn’t she know herself already, for heaven’s sakes? Shouldn’t she have her life together by now?
 
   Rob came out of the house carrying two tall glasses of pink lemonade. He stopped in front of her, looking down, and extended a glass. “Your mother made this.”
 
   Kelly uncrossed her legs and put her bare feet on the floor. Sometime during the afternoon she’d kicked off her sandals. “Thanks.” She took the glass from him. It was wet from condensation.
 
   Rob sat down beside her, the swing moving with his weight. It was much smaller than the bench beside the fish pond, and their shoulders touched with an intimacy Kelly didn’t want. She drank the sweetly tart lemonade, biding time and controlling her sharp intake of breath and rising pulse.
 
   “Why did you ask your mother about the house?” Rob wanted to know. “Are you thinking about staying in Lanham?”
 
   “No.” Kelly studied the glass. She moved it and watched the ice cubes twirl. “My friend and her husband have a bed and breakfast. She mentioned the idea to me today about turning this old house into one.”
 
   “This town could certainly use more guest space. I might be interested in investing in it, if you decide to stay.” Rob took a long sip. Then he held the glass loosely in his hands and resting his elbows on his knees, he stared at the floor. “It’s not a bad place, our hometown. I’ve grown to love it again.”
 
   Kelly stiffened, memories closing in on her. “Well, I don’t think I fit in here.”
 
   “My wife said that…my ex-wife,” he amended. “Jess is nothing like you, but you were born here, Kel. I can understand why you left, because of your daughter, but I think you’d fit in here just fine, if you came back.”
 
   “Well, it’s not as if my mother has need of my help.” There was an edge of hurt in her voice. Why could that be? She was the one who had spent twenty years running from her roots.
 
   “I don’t know.” Rob shook his blond head and glanced at her. “I’ve come to appreciate family more since I’ve been home. My dad is all I have now. I envy his relationship with your mom. They’re starting over and that’s good for them.”
 
   “You sound awfully sentimental.”
 
   “Rose-colored glasses have a habit of obscuring my vision.” He put a hand on her arm, his touch fueling a flame between them. “I see kids at the club from broken homes or dysfunctional families. I wish I could do something for them.”
 
   Kelly fought her natural flight mechanism. He must have noticed her uncomfortable bearing and the slight lift of her chin. He removed his hand slowly.
 
   It was time to get away. Rob was too near and too big and too darn alive with his emotions exposed. She didn’t want to feel the dangerous pull toward him. What happened to her earlier sense of self-control? She slurped down another swallow of lemonade, almost choking when a fire cracker popped somewhere in the neighborhood. The whooshing sound of a bottle rocket followed.
 
   “The kids are starting early,” Rob said. He stood up and walked to the edge of the porch, looking down the street toward the square.
 
   It was July Fourth. Independence Day. Kelly didn’t feel independent. She felt tied to the past and to her insecurities. She stared at Rob’s tall, strapping body, hardly believing he was standing there on her mother’s porch. That she was there with him. After all these years.
 
   He turned. “Have dinner with me tomorrow. Seven o’clock.”
 
   Kelly opened her mouth to say no, but the word stuck in her throat.
 
   Rob rushed on. “I have to work tomorrow, of course, but I want to take you to the Tex-Mex restaurant on the square. I like to patronize local establishments. It’s good for Lanham’s economy.”
 
   Kelly shut her mouth. Their gazes connected and held a brief moment. She was the first to look away.
 
   “I’d like to get to know you better, Kel. Away from our parents. What do you say?”
 
   She could do this. She was strong enough to keep her emotions in check. After all, she had done it for over twenty years.
 
   “I guess so,” she said as she lifted her gaze and caught speculation in Rob’s eyes.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Monday morning
 
    
 
   Practicality set in on Monday, that and a rising sense of panic skating through her midsection. Kelly left Lanham and drove to Louisville, wishing she could keep on going. She excused her escape on the fact that she needed suitable clothing for her mother’s wedding and for her date tonight.
 
   Had she actually agreed to have dinner with Rob?
 
   “Sure, Mom, you can stop by,” C.B. said when Kelly called to tell her she was coming. “I’ll be at work, but you have a key.”
 
   “There’s good news about Aunt Bess’s house,” Kelly reported to her daughter. “The agent told me a young couple is coming back today for a second look.”
 
   “Great news! Fingers crossed.”
 
   “Yes, fingers crossed.” Maybe she’d soon be free of one more obligation.
 
   Fighting a sense of disconnect, Kelly drove across the I-65 bridge over the Ohio River into Kentucky. Her fingers gripped the steering wheel as she made the sharp turn off the bridge and headed toward I-64 through Spaghetti Junction. Driving into Louisville was not like coming home. How could it be? She had no home to come home to.
 
   Before leaving for Lanham, Kelly had put her furniture and household items into storage and turned over the keys to her apartment. She had left extra clothing at her daughter’s house—the daughter who was now married and no longer needed her.
 
   Get a grip. She clutched the steering wheel. This whole creating a new life thing was being forced upon her whether she wanted it or not. She’d been through tough times before and survived. Surely she could manage this major redirection of her life.
 
   I’m not going to wimp out.
 
   C.B. and Daniel’s home was a cute, red brick ranch in an established subdivision. C.B. had planted orange zinnias in large clay pots and placed them on her front stoop, providing a cheerful splash of color to welcome Kelly.
 
   Tackling her bittersweet emotions, Kelly let herself into the house. The front door opened directly into the living room. Touches of C.B.’s personality were on display in the décor: a stuffed, chocolate-color sofa with plump beige throw pillows and a cozy easy chair, the oak drop-leaf table from Aunt Bess’s house draped in a red and beige paisley runner and topped with framed photographs of horse shows, and a woven area rug that had the look of an Aubusson antique covering the hardwood floor.
 
   The house was as neat as a pin. What happened to that messy child who refused to clean up her bedroom? Kelly stood in the middle of the living room floor, her heart aching for that little girl. Bright sunshine sparkled through a picture window highlighting the swirls of red, green and beige in the area rug. A faint scent of cinnamon clung to the air, probably from the candles on the coffee table.
 
   Kelly walked toward the fireplace and stared at a framed photograph on the mantle of C.B. and Daniel on their wedding day.
 
   My little girl has grown up.
 
   Inhaling a deep breath, Kelly surveyed the second framed photo, also from the wedding, of the couple and their immediate families. Flanking Daniel were his two parents and three sisters with their spouses and a varied assortment of nieces and nephews. Only her mother and Kelly stood beside C.B.
 
   The contrast was stark.
 
   Kelly swallowed the lump in her throat along with another double dose of regret.
 
   Pull yourself together!
 
   Kelly tamped down the pang of guilt swirling in her head and went into the guest room. Opening the closet, she sorted through her clothes, scraping the hangers along the wooden rod. Nothing really worked. She would stop by Macy’s before going back to Lanham and find something that didn’t make her look like a dowdy schoolmarm.
 
   Stop it! Stop feeling sorry for yourself!
 
   Children married and left home. Parents got on with their lives, even if they didn’t have a life to get on with. What about Rob? He’d missed out on so many things in C.B.’s life, and he didn’t even know it. Decisions long ago affected so many lives today. Ironic, wasn’t it? Especially now that Rob had appeared again as if out of the blue and wanted to get to know her again.
 
   There was danger in tonight. Getting to know Rob again was not a smart idea. She could never tell him the truth. There would always be this secret between them—a secret he didn’t know existed.
 
   Right or wrong, she’d made her choices long ago. Rob would probably never forgive her if he found out about C.B.
 
   Deep down a niggling fear caused her heart to ache as if a heavy hand had closed around it. Kelly paused in the living room to take another look around. Her daughter had created a comfortable home for herself and her husband. There was a sense of family here, of hope for the future. Of love. Despite her own feeling of inadequacy, she was truly happy for C.B. She and Aunt Bess had raised her right. That was something to congratulate herself about. Wasn’t it? So why did the fear remain?
 
   Her throat closed. What if, after learning the truth, C.B. never forgave her?
 
   ****
 
   Awesome! Kelly was absolutely awesome. Rob looked her up and down when she came to the door, his stomach muscles tightening as if he’d been punched.
 
   “What?”
 
   She was self-conscious. It amused him. And that touch of shyness coupled with her quick temper sparked his interest. Jessica would never have responded that way. He mentally shrugged. Maybe that was the trouble with their relationship, his ex-wife’s lack of humility and disinterest. He would take Kelly’s hostility any day compared to his wife’s indifference.
 
   “That blouse is really nice,” he said, complimenting the relaxed, black and white tunic she wore over tight-fitting jeans. It fell below her slim hips and had a tantalizing scooped neckline. Jess had taught him about fashion, that and unfaithfulness.
 
   “It’s new.” She shrugged off the flattery with a toss of her red hair and came out of the house, pulling the door shut.
 
   How could she not know how beautiful she was?
 
   They walked to the street, and he saw her eyeing his Beemer parked at the curb. “I thought we’d walk to the square,” he said. “It’s not far, and it’s a nice evening.”
 
   Another shrug. “Sure, why not?”
 
   He politely touched the small of her back through the black and white blouse as they walked away from the house. His pulse surged. Was it corny to admit his fingers tingled from the touch and that he was acutely, physically aware of her? She smelled like a field of flowers, her essence warm and romantic. Her hair, the color of copper, glinted with sun, and her body rippled with athletic grace as she walked.
 
   Pure, raw sexual attraction, the first he felt since his divorce, drew him toward her. God, this was good and getting better each time he was with her. How had he forgotten this feeling of excitement? Like he was seventeen again and hiding the fact that a shy, homely girl gave him a hard-on?
 
   A block before the square, he turned to her. “I wish I’d had the guts to openly ask you out years ago,” he said.
 
   She glanced askance but kept walking. “You know that wasn’t possible.”
 
   “Your old man would have gone ballistic,” he agreed.
 
   “To say the least.”
 
   “Yet I wonder what would have happened, if I had mustered up the guts.”
 
   Kelly stopped, her gaze fastened on his face. She trained her features into a blank mask. “That wasn’t possible. You and I were from different backgrounds. You had a college scholarship to look forward to.”
 
   A muscle worked in his jaw as he considered her view of things. “Strange, isn’t it, that our parents have overcome the so-called differences in their backgrounds,” he said quietly. “My guess is social class didn’t matter as much as you thought.”
 
   Her eyes hardened. “I got knocked up. You had no business with someone like me.”
 
   A swift jab of jealousy hit him. “What was he like, your daughter’s father?”
 
   Kelly’s shoulders stiffened, and she lifted her chin a determined notch. “Why bring this up?”
 
   “Curiosity.”
 
   “What’s done is done. It’s history. You and I can never go back.”
 
   “Maybe we can go forward.”
 
   “Look, I agreed to dinner, nothing more. Don’t we have reservations?” Kelly turned on her heel and stalked away.
 
   Rob caught up and lightly caught her left elbow where the balloon sleeve gathered. It was a gentleman’s touch, but it connected them together whether Kelly wanted it or not.
 
   ****
 
   Dinner turned out to be fun. Odd how a couple of margaritas could loosen up even the most reluctant dinner partner, Rob thought, and more than once hid a wicked smile. They devoured corn chips and hot salsa and then took on fat beef and bean burritos drenched in red enchilada sauce.
 
   The key to Kelly opening up, besides the margaritas, was asking her about her daughter. Rob discovered C.B. had been a communications major at the University of Louisville and worked in an entry level job for a healthcare insurance company. Her husband Daniel was in med school at U of L. C.B. had ridden Saddlebred horses as a child, but they could never afford to own one. Daniel was scared of horses, although he wanted to get a dog some day.
 
   “Do you ride too?” Rob asked, liking the half-shy look in her eyes that gazed up at him under bronze eyelashes.
 
   “I didn’t want to live my life through my daughter.” There was a tremor of satisfaction in her voice. “I took lessons too. It was fun.”
 
   Rob sat forward, intrigued. “Come with me Wednesday afternoon. I want to show you a project I’ve been working on for the children’s club. It involves horses.”
 
   Kelly cocked her head, her gaze never leaving his. “Another date?”
 
   “No, although another date wouldn’t be a bad idea.” He shrugged. “Come dressed to ride. We might be able to.”
 
   She placed an elbow on the table and rested her chin on her hand. “I suppose anything is better than being bored at my mother’s.”
 
   He smiled with amusement. “That bad, huh?”
 
   Kelly nodded, and continued resting her chin on the back of her hand, regarding him skeptically. “That bad.”
 
   They were quiet a minute, both concentrating on each other across the table. Kelly sat back and reached for her drink.
 
   “What does C.B. stand for?” Rob asked.
 
   “Colleen Baron,” she replied and took a sip gazing at him over the rim of the stemmed glass.
 
   “Colleen is a pretty name, but you shortened it to C.B.”
 
   “I’ve called her C.B. all her life.”
 
   He didn’t ask why. Instead he studied her.
 
   She crinkled her nose at him and placed her drink on the table. “You’re staring again.”
 
   “I like to stare at you. You’re good eye-candy,” he said teasing.
 
   “And you’ve become a pain in my side.”
 
   “No place else?”
 
   “I was being polite,” she came back.
 
   “At least I mean something to you.”
 
   Kelly crossed her arms defensively. “Don’t count on it.”
 
   Mary Beth Jameson chose that moment to show up followed by her two teenage sons and ex-football player husband. They followed the hostess to a table, passing Kelly and Rob on the way to the back of the restaurant. Rob nodded. “Bruce,” he said, acknowledging the non-verbal greeting from Mary Beth’s husband.
 
   Of course the woman stopped to chat. “Why, if it isn’t Kelly Baron and Rob Scott,” she exclaimed, her voice pitched high. “Fancy meeting you here.” She winked at Kelly.
 
   “Hello, Mary Beth,” Kelly said.
 
   “How are you?” Rob asked his high school classmate. He noted Kelly’s stiff posture. Was she embarrassed being here with him?
 
   “Are you two out on a date?” Mary Beth asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.
 
   Kelly’s eyes were smoldering. “We’re just having dinner.”
 
   Mary Beth winked again. “Catching up on old times?”
 
   Kelly looked as if she was gritting her teeth or at least biting her tongue. Rob spoke up to break the tension, “We’re discussing our parents’ upcoming wedding.”
 
   “I’m so sorry they’re not having a big wedding,” Mary Beth commented. “But given their age, I’m sure a private family ceremony will be just the right thing.”
 
   “Yes, we think so,” Rob remarked dryly.
 
   “Well, I see Bruce waving. Got to go.” Mary Beth bent low over the table and in a theatrical whisper said, “You make a cute couple.”
 
   Kelly waited until Mary Beth was seated and then said between clenched teeth, “That woman gets on my nerves.”
 
   Rob chuckled. “Ah, the disadvantages of a small town. Jessica could never quite accommodate herself to it.” He sat back preferring to observe Kelly’s reaction than to worry about the gossip Mary Beth was sure to stir up.
 
   Kelly eyed her nearly empty glass. “Why did you bring Jessica to Lanham?”
 
   Rob watched her lift the glass to her lips and take a sip. Why was that motion sexy when Kelly did it? He swallowed hard, trying to douse his sudden need to taste those lips. To lick them dry of alcohol. For a moment, he envied that margarita glass.
 
   Rob shook himself mentally, trying to refocus. “I was tired of Chicago,” he said. “The crowds, the trains, the politics. I even came to hate the rivalry between the Cubs and the White Sox.”
 
   “Why Lanham, though?” She cocked her head. “Why not live in a small city such as Louisville?”
 
   He glanced away, feeling her probing gaze. “Would you believe it if I told you I was homesick?” He turned and met her eyes once more.
 
   “No.” She paused thoughtfully. “But I’ve never been homesick. I never wanted to come home.”
 
   “I felt out of my league in Chicago.” He paused. Kelly was the first person he had ever revealed that to. “I had a successful law firm, an expensive house in Highland Park, a happy marriage, so I thought, but at heart I remained a small town boy from Indiana.”
 
   “You seem happy here.”
 
   “Happy enough.” Rob lifted his hand for the waitress to bring the bill.
 
   Kelly drained the last of her drink and placed her rumpled napkin on the table.
 
   “Good thing you’re not driving,” he quipped.
 
   “You’re assuming I can walk?”
 
   He laughed and pushed his chair back in watching Kelly’s face blush pink. “You’re good for me, Kelly Baron,” he said. “Thanks for coming back to town.”
 
   They strolled in silence up the hill to Kelly’s house. He held her elbow as if to steady her perfectly steady gait. She didn’t pull away. Why?
 
   He wondered about many things, especially her much beloved daughter C.B. He wanted to ask Kelly more about the grown girl. He was cautious. What happened in Kelly’s past was none of his business. Apparently she hadn’t been the nun most guys had thought. He knew about one time. Must have been more times with other guys.
 
   All he knew is that he liked the grownup Kelly and didn’t want the night to end. “Care to sit on the swing?”
 
   “No, I’d better go in.”
 
   “Curfew?”
 
   “No, silly.” She turned at the door and stared at him. A tiny smile curved her lips.
 
   “Scared?”
 
   Her smile faded. “Yes.”
 
   A rising swell of desire flooded through his body. He wanted her.
 
   Rob touched her upper arms lightly. “Of me?”
 
   “Of many things. Myself, especially.”
 
   “Then I’ll say good night.” He didn’t want to push her. She looked as if she were a filly about to break and run.
 
   Very carefully Rob reached up and tenderly touched Kelly’s cheek with a fingertip, leaving a symbolic kiss and the promise of more to come.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Tuesday morning
 
    
 
   Today I’m forty.
 
   Kelly tried to ignore the fact as she stared at herself in the bathroom mirror the next morning and plucked a gray hair from her forehead. For some reason being forty seemed so old. Yet she felt the same, and as Rachel kept reminding her, she had her whole life ahead of her.
 
   Kelly could no longer ignore the inevitable when she entered her mother’s sparse kitchen ten minutes later and discovered a colorful, wrapped birthday gift setting on the table.
 
   She paused. The aroma of brewing coffee filled the room. A clock ticked on the wall. Kelly slowly lifted the small, flat box and stared at it. Decorated in pink and purple paper with a purple bow on top, the box looked professionally wrapped. Something about it said “expensive.”
 
   Her mother came in. “Open it,” she urged.
 
   Kelly glanced up. “You didn’t have to buy me a gift. I’ve been trying to avoid this day.”
 
   “I wanted to get you something. Something special. You’re my daughter.”
 
   Smiling slightly, Kelly fought back a strange sadness. When had her mother made such a big deal out of her birthday? In the past when controlled by her strict husband, her mother didn’t make this day special. What was different this year? Her father was gone, of course, and Howie was in the picture. Maybe that was it.
 
   Kelly’s throat tightened and she slipped the tape from the end of the package with a fingernail, peeling off the paper. She lifted the lid. On a cushion of cotton rested a pair of diamond teardrop earrings.
 
   “They’re fourteen karat white gold,” her mother said, apprehension in her voice.
 
   Kelly glanced up to meet the nervousness in her mother’s eyes. She so wanted to please. “You shouldn’t have done this,” she said, shaking her head. “You don’t have this kind of money, Mother.”
 
   “Howie helped me pick them out and pay for them.”
 
   Was this in reality a gift from her soon-to-be stepfather? A way to buy her consent to this whole miserable affair? Kelly didn’t want these flashy earrings any more than she wanted to be here. Unfortunately, she had to accept them. If she turned the gift down, she would hurt her mother’s feelings. Kelly didn’t want to do that. She loved her mother.
 
   Looking down, Kelly picked an earring from the box and held it up, meeting her mother’s eyes again. “These are lovely. Thank you.”
 
   “Do you really like them?” Her mother hovered near, almost wringing her hands in relief. “I was so afraid you wouldn’t. Maybe you can wear them to the wedding.”
 
   “Yes, maybe I can.”
 
   With a heavy heart, Kelly slowly inserted the stud into her earlobe. The earring was light. It tickled her cheek when she moved her head. She picked up the other earring and inserted it. Her mother’s eyes were alight with pleasure.
 
   “What do you think?” Kelly cocked her head to one side and smiled.
 
   “They’re beautiful. You’re beautiful. I love you so much.”
 
   “I love you too, Mother. Thank you.”
 
   Her mother hesitated. Then she took a step forward and hugged Kelly.
 
   Why couldn’t you have done this when I really needed it?
 
   Kelly shut her eyes and returned the hug, sorrow overwhelming her.
 
   ****
 
   Later in her room, Kelly finished packing away all of the old items she didn’t want. She stripped the pink and purple flowered bedspread from the Jenny Lind bed leaving only the sheets and the blanket, and packed them into a box to donate, probably to Rob’s yard sale. The bed was perfect for C.B.’s new house. Kelly’s heart warmed as she envisioned it in a child’s bedroom.
 
   With the drawers empty and the old clothes in the closet packed away, only the Cabbage Patch doll skipped the donation pile. It sat forlornly on the bed by itself.
 
   As she stood in the middle of the room surveying the footlocker, which she still needed to address, Kelly’s iPhone played a “Danny Boy” ringtone. She picked it up from the dresser. “Hi, C.B.”
 
   “Happy birthday, Mom!”
 
   “Thank you.” Kelly couldn’t keep the grin from her voice. She loved hearing from her daughter.
 
   “I’m sorry Daniel and I can’t make it up there today, but we’ll see you Friday night and bring our gift then.”
 
   “I understand.” Kelly sat down on the bed. “I’m trying to ignore my birthday anyway.”
 
   “Ah, Mom.”
 
   Kelly changed the subject quickly. “Would you like my old Jenny Lind bed for your guest room? I can have it moved.”
 
   They talked a minute about the bed and her mother’s plans for the house. Kelly didn’t mention Rachel’s idea. Staying in Lanham and running a bed and breakfast was a non-starter as far as she was concerned. Yet she still didn’t have any plans for what she’d do after Friday night’s wedding. She refused to think that far.
 
   “Mom?”
 
   C.B.’s voice was full of indecision. “What, pumpkin?”
 
   “There’s a girl at work who recently found her birth father,” C.B. said out of the blue.
 
   “That’s nice.” Kelly kept her tone noncommittal.
 
   C.B. took a breath. “Turns out her father is a recovering drug addict, not the man she imagined.”
 
   Kelly said nothing, unable to speak.
 
   “It’s really sad for my friend,” C.B. went on quickly, her voice sounding troubled.
 
   “I bet it is,” Kelly finally replied, swallowing her fear. “Why do you bring this up?”
 
   “I was wondering about my own father.”
 
   Kelly clenched the iPhone. “We talked about him when you were a teenager and agreed it was better for you not to know anything about him.”
 
   “Yes, Mom, but that was before I married Daniel.” C.B.’s voice grew bolder. “He says that we need to know my family history for when we have children. Suppose I’m a carrier of some sort of genetic disease. It would make a difference whether we decide to have children or not.”
 
   Kelly’s heart contracted with pain, forming a hard knot in her chest. The day she dreaded had arrived. “You can trust me when I say that you’ll be okay to have children.”
 
   “That’s not the point, Mom.” C.B. raised her voice. “Daniel says unless you don’t know who my father is, you should tell me. He says I have the right to know.”
 
   When had Daniel taken over? If Kelly wouldn’t name C.B.’s father, was Daniel implying she’d been a slut? Kelly gritted her teeth, biting back sudden anger. C.B. was her child. She knew what was best and keeping the secret of her father had never interfered with their relationship until now. Until Daniel.
 
   “Daniel doesn’t have anything to say about this.”
 
   “He’s my husband,” C.B. said simply.
 
   Tears burned behind Kelly’s eyes. She controlled her voice and spoke softly, “He may be, but I’m still your mother. I know what’s best.”
 
   “Do you, Mom?” C.B. cried. “Do you?”
 
   “I don’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “You can’t protect me forever. I have the right to know my family history.”
 
   Kelly heard the determination in her daughter’s voice. “We’ll talk about this later,”
 
   “Sure, Mom. Later, always later. When are you going to stop running?”
 
   The conversation came to an abrupt end when the phone went dead. Kelly slowly lowered her iPhone and clutched it in her right hand. She stared straight ahead at the faded, bare wall.
 
   What am I going to do?
 
   Nothing at the moment. She would coast along as always, avoiding the hard stuff and doing her best.
 
   ****
 
   That evening Kelly and her mother dined at Howie’s house, a spectacular custom-built home in the Locust Grove subdivision, the expensive part of town. The three-story Victorian, finished seven years earlier, had gray siding and a wrap-around porch.
 
   At their knock Howie opened the door wide, stepping back to let them enter his home. “Welcome!”
 
   Mother is going to live here? Kelly’s first impression of the interior was one of awe and delight. A wide cherry staircase swept from the second floor to the dark hardwood of the open foyer.
 
   “Isn’t it lovely?” her mother asked when she noticed Kelly eyeing the grand staircase.
 
   “Perfect for a lovely bride,” Howie interrupted proudly before Kelly answered.
 
   “Oh, Howie, you’re so sweet.” Her mother grasped his outstretched hand, and Howie pulled her into a loving embrace.
 
   To escape, Kelly turned quickly and entered the living room with its warming buttery yellow walls. The floor-to-ceiling windows were dressed with plantation shutters and accented with drawn-back, burnt-orange drapes.
 
   “Are they at it again?”
 
   She stopped at the sound of the very familiar male voice. Rob rose from a wingback chair, glass in hand, and grinned at her with a flash of appreciation in his eyes.
 
   “Public display of affection,” Kelly told him. “You said I’d get used to it, but I seriously doubt it.”
 
   He laughed, dismissing her concern. “Can I get you something to drink?”
 
   “No thank you.”
 
   “Come on. A little wine? Another margarita?”
 
   “No!”
 
   He laughed again as if they shared a secret.
 
   Kelly stood awkwardly in the wide doorway staring at C.B.’s father. Guilt washed over her. Guilt and fear. “Okay, maybe a little wine. Something red.”
 
   “My pleasure.” Rob went to the sidebar as their parents came into the room, arms linked like a couple of school chums.
 
   “Have a seat, Kelly.” Howie escorted her mother to an ivory sofa. “Do you want something to drink, dear?”
 
   “Nothing, darling.”
 
   Darling? Kelly thought she’d be sick as her gaze traveled between her mother and Howie, who sat down beside her and picked up his martini glass from the coffee table. A jar of faux lemons and a silk floral arrangement brightened the cherry coffee table.
 
   “This is an Australian Shiraz.” Rob returned and handed Kelly a wine glass. “It’s a fruity variety. I hope you like it sweet.”
 
   “I’m sure it will be fine.” As she took the glass, Kelly gazed up into the blue depths of Rob’s eyes, fighting the painful lump in her throat.
 
   “Take my chair,” Rob offered. He brought a dining room chair into the room and sat down, watching Kelly over the rim of his glass.
 
   Kelly watched him back, afraid to speak, her heart thudding in her throat. A rope of memories connected them as they sat there staring at each other across the room.
 
   C.B. wanted to know about her father. How could she tell her daughter the truth after keeping the secret for so many years? If C.B. found out her father was a perfectly respectable lawyer, would she ever understand Kelly’s reasoning—the pure panic of finding out she was pregnant, the fear of her father and for the safety of her unborn child, Mrs. Scott’s interference, and the lack of support from anyone but Aunt Bess, who urged her to move away from Lanham?
 
   No. C.B. would never understand. Kelly hardly understood herself any more.
 
   Full of black despair Kelly scowled, looking away, unable to meet Rob’s eyes any longer.
 
   This was not going to be a good evening.
 
   ****
 
   At the urging of their parents, Rob left the dinner table to show Kelly the garden. Kelly’s last image as she left the house was of Howie and her mother sitting in the living room where her mother was pouring coffee from a silver coffee pot into dainty Wedgewood cups. Her mother looked happy, at ease in her new environment. She handled the three-piece silver coffee service as if she had been born to do it.
 
   Kelly battled against a sick feeling that rose in her throat. When had her world turned upside down? Everything was skewed, especially her feelings.
 
   “We were set up again,” Rob said strolling beside her, his faded jeans hugging his long legs and lean hips.
 
   “I’m sorry about that.” Kelly felt her face warm as Rob surveyed her quietly.
 
   “I don’t mind. Your mother is persistent.”
 
   “Is that how she snagged your father?”
 
   Rob shook his head. “No, I think it was more like shared circumstances and loneliness. My father had two good marriages. After his second wife died, he didn’t like living alone.”
 
   Heart hammering, Kelly glanced away. “I suppose you can get used to it. What about you? Do you like living alone?”
 
   Leaves rustled in a gentle summer breeze. A wide walkway of cool, gray stones led around a carefully pruned magnolia tree. A blue-gray wooden fence provided privacy, shutting them off from the windows in the back of the house. Green shrubs and colorful perennials were confined to well-manicured beds flanked by softball-sized white rocks.
 
   Rob ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve never gotten used to living alone. You probably have no problem with it.”
 
   She met his gaze once more. “No. I’ve always lived with my daughter or Aunt Bess.”
 
   They walked a few more steps. “Any boyfriends?” he challenged her. “Or do forty-year-old women call the men they date ‘boyfriends’?”
 
   “Oh, cute.” Kelly scoffed. “Did my mother tell you it’s my birthday?”
 
   Rob watched her closely. “She didn’t have to,” he said. “We went to school together, remember?” He made a soft sound of amusement. “You didn’t answer me about your boyfriends.”
 
   “I’ve had my share over the years,” she hedged. His stare was making her uneasy.
 
   “Nothing serious?”
 
   “No. What about you? Or are you gun-shy after your divorce?” she asked hoping to focus his attention in another direction.
 
   “Ah, so we change the subject.” Rob lifted an eyebrow and walked on without speaking until they came to a weathered, wooden bench. A water feature bubbled nearby, the water flowing over gray stones into a small, dark pond also surrounded by softball-sized rocks.
 
   Rob sat down, and Kelly sat down beside him, inwardly shrinking from his oh-so-tempting nearness.
 
   “Why do want to know?” he asked, continuing the train of conversation.
 
   “Just curious.”
 
   “Because you care about me?”
 
   Her heart plummeted. How did she answer that question? Did she care about him? Or were the rising pulses and shallow breathing a throwback to what happened between them long ago?
 
   “If you don’t want to talk about it, I understand. It’s really none of my business.” She avoided his question quite deftly.
 
   As if he read her thoughts, Rob shook his head. “I don’t mind telling you about it.” He rested against the back of the bench and stretched out his legs. His jaw flexed. “I was the last one to know.”
 
   Kelly didn’t miss the bridled anger in his voice. “Know what?”
 
   “That my wife was having an affair.”
 
   The silence between them was heavy.
 
   “Isn’t that the way it always is?” Kelly said feeling his pain. Hadn’t she dodged entanglements trying to avoid the hurt Rob had experienced?
 
   He nodded again. “I suppose the wronged spouse wears rose-colored glasses until it’s too late.”
 
   Uncomfortable, Kelly tried to back off. “You really don’t have to tell me.”
 
   Rob sat forward and clasped his hands. “I want to, if you don’t mind listening.”
 
   The weird reality of sitting there with Rob made her pulse rate soar. Kelly felt vulnerable. Out of control. She had trained herself well, but to no avail today.
 
   “I don’t mind,” she heard a voice that sounded like hers say.
 
   With a slight scowl on his face, Rob twisted around to face her. “I met Jessica in law school and fell in love. We had fun. We laughed. We worked and played hard. Our wedding was a big, fancy occasion with two hundred guests. I started my own firm while she worked in a large one. After ten years, we tried to have a child. Jessica miscarried.”
 
   Rob’s clipped explanation stopped abruptly. It took him a minute to regain his composure. Kelly watched the play of sadness and anger on his face.
 
   Then he went on more softly. “Our relationship was different after that. We didn’t have sex for several months and then only sporadically. She worked long hours. I wanted to have children, but Jessica said she didn’t. ‘She was finished abusing her body,’ she said.” Rob paused. Unspoken pain intensified in his eyes. “I thought moving to Lanham would do us good. A year and a half ago, I found out she was sleeping with a lawyer from her old firm.” He scraped fingers through his hair. “Our marriage was over.”
 
   “Wow,” Kelly whispered unable to think of anything more appropriate to say. Her heart bled for him. What a hard break—to have it all and then lose everything.
 
   Rob gave her a half-hearted smile as if trying to pull himself together. “What happened to me is nothing unusual. Many wives cheat on their husbands.”
 
   “But it happened to you, not someone else. Of course you’re hurt.” Kelly experienced a gut-deep anger, reacting the way she knew she’d feel herself.
 
   “I don’t know why I told you this,” he said in a controlled voice. “We haven’t seen each other in years.”
 
   Kelly shrugged unsure of what to say. Suddenly she didn’t want to share his confidences or his sorrow. She didn’t want to care about him.
 
   “Maybe it’s because of your daughter.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Her stomach tightened as her preservation instinct kicked in.
 
   “Because you have your own child,” he murmured “I thought you would understand how important it is for me to have a child of my own. I always wanted to be a father.”
 
   Swallowing hard, Kelly was unable to meet his gaze. The secret she held in her heart sizzled, making her suddenly even more vulnerable to the miserable look in his eyes.
 
   “You never married,” he continued. “I guess that’s why I wanted to tell you. I thought you’d understand because some S.O.B. must have hurt you once.”
 
   Torn by conflicting emotions, Kelly shifted to face him. “Yes,” she said. “Some son of a bitch hurt me like hell.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Wednesday afternoon
 
    
 
   He wanted to be a father. Admitting that to Kelly focused the root of his sadness as nothing else in the past three years had done. The next day Rob left the court house, walking briskly down the steps to the square and around the sidewalk to his office in an old building on the right corner of the square.
 
   His secretary Gail greeted him cheerily when he arrived. “You have a guest waiting in your office.”
 
   Kelly. A powerful rush of desire filled his veins. “Thanks,” he said, knowing now why Gail had given him that saucy wink. He grinned back at her without embarrassment.
 
   Kelly stood with her back to the door surveying his rows of law books in a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf behind his desk. She wore denim full-length riding pants with long suede patches inside the calves. The jodhpurs fit her close from the waist to the ankle ending with flared bell bottoms. She had tucked a pale blue chambray shirt into the waist band and rolled up her long sleeves.
 
   Kelly was sexy. One hundred percent. Every fiber of his being revved with excitement.
 
   She turned and caught him staring. “What?”
 
   “I like the way you look since you’ve grown up.”
 
   Blushing delicately, she stepped around his desk to confront him eye-to-eye, as if challenging him to say more. “Have you read all those books?” she asked instead.
 
   “Not even half,” he said with a short laugh. Circling the desk, he placed his brief case on the top but didn’t open it. “You must remember this was my father’s office. Many of them are his.”
 
   “Oh, that’s right.”
 
   She stood ill-at-ease, shifting her stance and staring at him. Curls of red hair framed her oval face. Kelly’s milk-white complexion was tanned from summer sun. What did she like to do? Did she play golf or tennis? Or did she read books or knit? He didn’t know much about her, but was anxious to learn.
 
   “I see you came ready to ride.”
 
   She followed his gaze as he gave her an approving up and down once over. Her body stiffened in defense. “I thought you told me to.”
 
   “I did.” He grinned, enjoying her discomfiture. “Let me change my clothes, and we’ll get going.”
 
   ****
 
   Rob didn’t have fancy jodhpurs, only regular blue jeans. He did wear a pair of waterproof, lace paddock boots, which were perfect for trips to the barn and his infrequent horseback rides.
 
   “We have to pick up the kids first,” Rob told Kelly as he handed her into his maroon Honda Ridgeline. No BMW for him today.
 
   “I never figured you as a truck sort of guy.”
 
   Good, he had surprised her. “Maybe you don’t know me very well,” he teased.
 
   She settled into the front of the cab and buckled up. “Apparently.”
 
   Rob drove a couple of blocks from the square and stopped in front of the Lanham Children’s Club, a refurbished hardware store that now housed the local charity organization. Thanks to the Rotary Club, part of the parking lot had been fenced off to create a well-used playground that was currently crawling with shouting children.
 
   “Wait here. I won’t take long.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Tara and her little sister Courtney were waiting for him at the door. He signed them out, as always on Wednesdays, and walked hand-and-hand with them to the truck. They scrambled into the back seat, and Rob made sure they buckled up.
 
   “Tara and Courtney, this is Miss Baron. She’s going riding with us today.”
 
   Kelly turned and looked over the seat, smiling. “Hi,” she said. “But please call me Kelly.”
 
   “Hi, Kelly,” Tara said. “Do you like horses too?”
 
   “I love them.” Kelly’s face was bright. “Which one are you?”
 
   “I’m Tara. Courtney’s shy.”
 
   Kelly nodded. “I’m shy too, Courtney. It’s okay. Do you like horses?”
 
   The smaller child nodded her head. “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Rob climbed in the front and started the engine. “I help the girls’ mother pay for riding lessons,” he explained as he pulled onto the street. “It’s our Wednesday thing together, isn’t it girls?”
 
   “Yes, Rob,” the two chimed in together.
 
   Rob glanced sideways at Kelly and then back to the road. Good. He could almost see Kelly’s mind whirling. He had surprised her once more and he liked that. Surprising her was part of his plan.
 
   Knowing the high price of falling in love didn’t stop him. Maybe he liked wearing rose-colored glasses. The world looked better to him like this.
 
    
 
   This is folly. Kelly chided herself silently watching Rob help Tara and Courtney out of the truck. Then they raced ahead of them toward the barn, a long metal structure located two miles outside of town. The sign on the road by the entrance had read Pat’s Riding Academy and Stables. The facility looked well-maintained with its surrounding pastures fenced by dark creosote posts and rails.
 
   “Bet you didn’t know we have a saddle seat instructor in town now.”
 
   Kelly glanced up at Rob to see the twinkle in his eyes. Did he enjoy surprising her? “No, I didn’t.”
 
   “Pat received a nice settlement in her divorce and decided to move from the northern Chicago area and set up her barn,” he explained.
 
   The gravel crunched beneath her feet. Kelly cocked her head to get a better look at the man who raised an eyebrow in amusement. “Why do I get the feeling you had something to do with this?” She swept her arm out toward the barn and pastureland.
 
   “Psychic?”
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   He shrugged, not hiding a telltale grin. “I’m a good lawyer and Pat liked my relocation suggestion.”
 
   Kelly felt her cheeks flush warmly at the way he stared at her. If he didn’t quit looking at her like that, she’d... She would do what? Kiss him? The impulse played havoc with her mind, and she strode faster, as if she could avoid him.
 
   She couldn’t, of course. He caught up with her quickly enough, and they passed through the wide open doorway of the barn.
 
   Inside the dark aisles flanked by stalls full of curious horses poking their noses up against the bars, Kelly’s body relaxed. The familiar smells of horseflesh, leather, and cedar shavings filled her with a quiet calmness. Why had she stopped riding? It was such a mind-clearer, a way to release tension. A thirty-minute lesson aboard a spirited American Saddlebred horse did more for her well-being than anything else she had ever found.
 
   They followed the sounds of excited little girls to two stalls at the end of the aisle. Standing with Tara and Courtney in a stall with a small spotted pony was a trim, gray-haired woman dressed in Kentucky jodhpurs, paddock boots, and a green T-shirt.
 
   At their approach, she turned welcoming them with a smile. “Your girls are beside themselves as usual, Rob.”
 
   Rob laughed warmheartedly. “Pat, this is my friend Kelly. I asked her to tag along with us today.”
 
   Pat stepped to the door of the stall and stuck out her hand. “Glad to meet you.”
 
   Kelly grabbed the calloused hand. Pat’s grip was firm as if she had all the confidence in the world. “Good to meet you too.”
 
   “I see you ride,” Pat said marking the way Kelly was dressed.
 
   “Yes, I’ve taken a few lessons. Saddle seat.”
 
   “Terrific. I guess Rob told you we’re a saddle seat barn.”
 
   “Yes, he mentioned it.” Although saddle seat was an English style of riding, it was uniquely American having originated on the plantations of the Confederate South and developed to show off elegant, easy-riding pleasure horses.
 
   Further conversation was put on hold because of the anxious little girls, hopping from one foot to the other, eager to ride.
 
   And ride they did. Kelly and Rob watched them from the middle of a large indoor arena covered with a floor of dirt and sawdust. Little Courtney rode an easy-going black and white pony named Cookie while Tara was aboard a retired Saddlebred show horse nicknamed Spook.
 
   “Shorten your snaffle reins, Tara,” Pat instructed as both children and mounts circled and circled the arena hugging the inside walls. “Courtney, heels down! Raise your hands.”
 
   From what Kelly could tell, Pat was an excellent instructor, patient and competent, but what interested her most was Rob’s reaction to the lessons. The tenderness in his expression amazed her. His gaze never left the two girls as they completed their various gaits. When Tara was asked to canter, Kelly watched Rob’s body language also urging the big bay horse into the gait. After a few stops and starts, Tara accomplished her task, and as the horse and rider cantered around the arena, Rob mouthed a happy “yes” and pumped his fist in triumph.
 
   More uncertain than ever, Kelly stood quietly, her heart pounding, as Pat barked instructions and Rob followed the lessons with an intensity of any proud parent.
 
   He would be a good father.
 
   A wave of understanding washed over her as well as a heavy swell of guilt. Rob had a child, one he didn’t know existed. Somehow her decision as a scared, pregnant teen was coming back to haunt her in the worst way. Had she made a terrible mistake? Should she have told Rob the truth back then, no matter the threat from his mother and her father? At eighteen, would he have stepped up and done the right thing by her?
 
   All water over the dam, as the old adage went. Much too late to change the choices she made. If what she had done was a mistake, then she had to live with its consequences.
 
   The secret in her heart formed a hard knot in her chest, and she knew she must keep it no matter what.
 
   ****
 
   “It’s a good thing what Rob does for those girls,” Pat said to Kelly.
 
   They watched from the door of the barn as Rob walked the two children to their mother’s late model Chevy. A young woman in blue jeans came around the old car to greet them, and Kelly imagined the little girls were telling her all about their exciting lessons. Soon Rob knelt down and, one at a time, both girls hugged his neck, and then he stood and helped them climb into the car and buckle up.
 
   “Their dad deserted the family and Becky has struggled. She could never afford sixty dollars a week for lessons,” Pat explained.
 
   Kelly licked her lips and watched the scene unfolding in the distance. She had to conquer her involuntary reactions to Rob’s kindness and generosity. Why agonize over it? She’d be gone Saturday morning after the wedding. She didn’t have to see him again or worry about the past.
 
   Drawing a quick breath at her naïveté, Kelly straightened her shoulders and stared ahead. Who was she kidding? Her mother was marrying his dad. She and Rob would be thrown together at family events from now on.
 
   “Any chance we can take that trail ride?” Rob asked walking toward them with long strides, his powerful well-muscled body moving with ease.
 
   “Sure thing,” Pat answered. “All we have to do is put another saddle on Spook and tack Rival.” She turned and headed into the barn.
 
   Kelly looked up and met Rob’s twinkling eyes. “Trail ride?”
 
   “I thought it would be fun.” He inclined his blond head. “If you’re up to it.”
 
   “Are you challenging me?”
 
   “Of course I am.”
 
   She couldn’t resist him. The fondness and amusement in his blue eyes compelled her to say yes.
 
   Kelly ducked her head as if avoiding her own self-destructive compulsion. She didn’t understand why she wasn’t running away this time. “Okay,” she said, “I accept the challenge.”
 
   His face triumphant, Rob headed to the tack room and returned with two riding helmets. Placing one on a tack trunk, he lifted the other one high above her head, lowered it, and fitted it snuggly in place.
 
   He was much too near, his towering presence overpowering her. She inhaled sharply at the contact of his fingers under her chin. Her gaze locked with his, and then she couldn’t breathe, her heart pounding as if it was trying to escape her chest. A smoldering flame lit in his eyes. He slowly hooked the chin strap.
 
   Who knew the mere act of putting on a riding helmet could be so sexy? It was freaking her out.
 
   But she wouldn’t let him help her mount. The thought of having his hands touching anywhere on her body accelerated her already racing heart. She pressed her lips firmly together.
 
   Pat led Rival out of the stall into the aisle and held his head while Kelly pulled up a sturdy plastic stepstool near to the bay horse’s left side.
 
   “Rob, hold Kelly’s stirrup, will you?”
 
   “I’d rather give her a leg-up.” His voice carried a teasing quality, but his eyes spoke his serious intent.
 
   “Not on your life!” Kelly stepped on the stool, gathered her reins, and with hands gripping the front and back of the saddle, stuck her boot into the left stirrup.
 
   On the other side of the horse, Rob held her right stirrup to keep the saddle in place as her weight shifted it to the left. “At least I’m good for something,” he quipped.
 
   Kelly glared at him and swung into the saddle longing to just accidently kick him in his handsome face. But she resisted the impulse and settled into the saddle instead. Getting the feel of the leather beneath her, she picked up the double reins adjusting them between her fingers.
 
   “You know what you’re doing,” Pat commented after observing her actions. “I won’t worry about you.”
 
   The praise raised Kelly’s spirits. Maybe she could survive the trail ride after all. Who knows, it might even be fun.
 
    
 
   Riding Spook out of the barn into the bright afternoon sunshine, Rob fought to control his high spirits. Did agreeing to the trail ride mean Kelly was slowly coming around? He had seen a spark of interest in her eyes and wanted to press his advantage.
 
   Turning in the saddle, he placed a hand on the horse’s rump and looked back at Kelly. She followed on Rival, another retired Saddlebred with a shiny chestnut coat. Her red hair was hidden by the helmet, but her coloring complemented that of the horse. She was relaxed in the saddle, as if born to ride. Her denim jodhpurs, extending longer than the heel of her boots in back and covering the arch of the foot, made her legs appear long and elegant.
 
   He loved the look of her in the saddle. He loved the look of her all the time. Rob’s heart warmed, and he knew he wanted more from Kelly than she was probably willing to give.
 
   “The trail runs along the outside of Pat’s pasture and goes down to the creek. Just follow me,” he told her, deciding he’d do something about her reluctance.
 
   “I wouldn’t think of doing anything else.” Her answer was glib.
 
   He laughed as he turned around. Rob also loved her testiness. He loved her spunk. She might believe herself to be shy, but there was a steel quality underneath everything. How else had she survived the heartache life had thrown at her? God, he admired her for that.
 
   They walked their horses along the back fence row. Rob found the rhythm of the slow gait and the crunch of dry grass under the horses’ hooves soothing. He relaxed in the saddle, always mindful of Kelly behind him keeping pace.
 
   The trail led down to a lower pasture, always following the outer fence. Inside the pasture, horses grazed. Overhead a black crow cawed from the top of a maple tree as if standing watch over them. Fifteen minutes into the ride the trail dipped toward the creek. Rob gave Spook his head going down the rocky embankment. Low from lack of rain, the creek made a lazy path winding its way along the back of Pat’s property.
 
   Stopping at the edge of the creek, Rob let Kelly and Rival catch up. They halted beside him. Kelly rested her hands on the pommel of the saddle.
 
   “This is pretty,” she said looking out across the shallow water.
 
   “Not as pretty as you.”
 
   “Rob!”
 
   “What? You don’t like a compliment?”
 
   “I don’t like you pressing me,” she replied as she set her jaw in anger.
 
   “Pressing? I’m just stating the obvious.” He turned Spook to the left and circled around, coming in alongside Rival so close that his knee brushed up against Kelly’s thigh. “I’ve always thought you beautiful, Kelly.”
 
   She studied him a moment and then looked away.
 
   With his left hand, Rob reached across his body and touched Kelly’s chin. Gently he urged her to turn her head. When she did, he saw a mixture of anguish and longing in her eyes.
 
   “I’ve missed you, Kelly.”
 
   She wet her lips. “What am I to say to that?”
 
   “Don’t say anything.”
 
   He cupped her chin and pulled her face toward him. Leaning nearer, he angled his head to the side and then covered her mouth with his. Her lips were warm and wet. He devoured their softness, hungry for more, asking for more, not expecting anything.
 
   Parting her lips, Kelly raised herself in the saddle, tilting toward him, and kissed him back.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Thursday morning
 
    
 
   “I don’t understand why you’re so upset,” Rachel said, her voice sounding as if it was next door even though it was coming through Kelly’s iPhone.
 
   “I kissed a man!”
 
   Rachel laughed. “You should be doing more of that. What’s wrong with this man?”
 
   “He’s not just any man,” Kelly said. No, he’s C.B.’s father. Her heart caved in her chest crushing her with fear and pain. “I, ‘er, dated him in high school,” she went on to explain to her best friend.
 
   “So?”
 
   “So I shouldn’t be kissing him!”
 
   “Is he married?”
 
   “Divorced.”
 
   “Then what’s the problem?” Rachel’s question hung between them like a heavy obstacle. “Oh, I get it. You enjoyed it!”
 
   Kelly licked her lips. God help her. She had enjoyed it.
 
   “Kelly?”
 
   “Yes.” Her response was a bit too sharp.
 
   “Are you falling for this guy?”
 
   “No!” She couldn’t. Wouldn’t. What was happening to her?
 
   “Take a deep breath, sweetie. You don’t have to marry this man just because you enjoyed kissing him.”
 
   Kelly sunk onto her mattress, putting the death grip on her iPhone. Her stripped bedroom felt cold and impersonal, as if ghosts of childhood past were haunting the room. “You’re right,” she said, inhaling deeply. “It’s just one kiss.”
 
   “Then why are you upset?”
 
   Because he may find out the truth and hate me.
 
   When she didn’t speak up, Rachel pressured her again. “You dated milquetoast Thomas so long you’ve forgotten how a real, hot-blooded man behaves. From what I gather, he likes you. Why not let this play out a little? See where it goes.”
 
   “Because I don’t intend to stay in Lanham,” Kelly shot back. “I’m supposed to be finding myself, remember? I plan to head to Beaufort on Saturday to visit you.”
 
   “But suppose you find yourself in Lanham? Suppose this guy is the one you’re supposed to build your new life around?
 
   “Because he isn’t.” Kelly was tired of the discussion. It was going nowhere. “If you don’t want me to come, I’ll change my plans.”
 
   “Of course I want you to come.”
 
   “I’ll be there Sunday.”
 
   “Okay.” Rachel paused. “But if you change your plans, all you have to do is call.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   She heard the grin in her friend’s voice. “Good-bye, Rachel,” Kelly said through gritted teeth.
 
   “See you Sunday,” Rachel answered. “Maybe.”
 
   Maybe? There was no maybe about it. She wasn’t sticking around. It was too dangerous. Kelly had no intention of falling under Rob Scott’s spell.
 
   Irritated at herself, she forced down the knot of fear in her stomach. Then her gaze fell on the footlocker setting in the middle of the floor where Rob had dropped it. One last obligation to complete.
 
   If I can find the key.
 
   Kelly thought a minute, trying to recall the last time she had shut the footlocker. Lying back on the bed, her hands behind her head, she stared at the ceiling for a long time, unwinding, breathing deeply, and trying to solve the mystery of the key.
 
   Suddenly she sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Following a sixth sense, she stood up and walked to the dresser pulling open the bottom drawer. Reaching underneath it, her fingers touched the key taped to the bottom.
 
   As she opened the footlocker, Kelly inhaled and then exhaled long and hard. She sat down cross-legged on the floor and peeked inside ready to toss the contents—a ragged stuffed bear, a stack of yellowed English composition papers with red “A’s” emblazoned across them, and aged photographs showing the disaster she’d been in high school with her long-sleeve blouses, long skirts and long hair pinned up in an old-fashioned bun.
 
   Yearbooks from all four years were there. Reluctant to relive unwanted memories, Kelly didn’t open them. She shoved them aside and beneath them found a blue spiral-bound notebook.
 
   My diary.
 
   A cold chill ran through her chest. Slowly Kelly removed the notebook and placed it on her lap. Staring at it, touching it, she fought the recurring anxiety this trip to Lanham had ignited. In the end, curiosity overcame common sense. She opened the notebook.
 
   Most of it was filled with anger at her father and the horrid restrictions he forced upon her. “Two boys made fun of me today in history class,” she’d written twenty-two years ago. “They called me Amish girl and said I was ugly. I wouldn’t let them see how their words hurt me. Rob was in the class. He didn’t say anything to them, because we had an agreement we wouldn’t talk in school, but I saw in his eyes how angry he was at them. I knew he wanted to defend me.”
 
   Kelly licked her lips, fighting back tears as the humiliation came back full force. She had hated high school. Lanham. Her father. She had wanted to escape from this rotten, miserable little town. She didn’t regret leaving.
 
   Kelly set her jaw, knowing she had done the right thing.
 
   On the last two pages of the notebook she discovered more. “Rob doesn’t know,” she had written in her scrawling handwriting. “I can’t tell him. His mother may already suspect something. She warned me to lay off. I had to tell him we couldn’t go together any more. I didn’t tell him why. He told me I was breaking his heart.”
 
   Her head bowed, Kelly slumped in despair. Rob had cared about her so many years ago. Had she really broken his heart? She couldn’t believe it. Didn’t want to believe it. She’d done what she had to do to save their child. That was all. The bottom line. The end.
 
   Kelly rose from the floor and ripped the pages from the notebook. She tore them in two again and again until she shredded them into strips of paper, destroying the evidence of that horrible, hurtful life.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   Howie’s house
 
   Thursday evening
 
    
 
   Her mother was sobbing. Kelly stood helplessly in the living room of Howie’s house watching her soon-to-be-stepfather envelop her mother into his arms, comforting her like a child.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Rob came into the room carrying two glasses of wine. He handed one to Kelly, looking about as awkward as she felt.
 
   “She got a phone call and just started crying,” Kelly said with a shrug. The fact that her stoic, always steady mother was having a major meltdown startled her. She had never before seen such a show of emotion from her mother.
 
   Rob took a sip of wine, observing the scene with a lawyer’s eye. “My guess is pre-wedding jitters.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   Howie led Grace to the sofa. She sat down, and he gave her his clean handkerchief. Kelly hadn’t seen a man with a white handkerchief in years, not since her father. She frowned at the comparison. From what she could tell, Howard Scott was one hundred percent more caring than her father had ever been.
 
   “It seems there’s a slight predicament,” Howie told them, trying to hide his sympathetic grin.
 
   “Anything we can do to help, Dad?”
 
   “I’m not sure. It seems June Hobson broke her arm yesterday and is unable to bake the strawberry wedding cake.”
 
   Kelly rolled her eyes. Was that all?
 
   “I had my heart set on a strawberry cake,” Grace said sniffling. “Now we don’t even have a wedding cake.”
 
   It wasn’t the end of the world. The wedding party tomorrow was small—only a few relatives. Surely they could get by without a wedding cake.
 
   “We’ll make one,” Rob said. His gaze bathed Kelly with half-concealed amusement, the corners of his eyes crinkling.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Kelly and I will go to the store and buy enough cake mix and icing to make you two cakes, Grace,” Rob declared. “We won’t let your wedding day be ruined for lack of a strawberry cake.”
 
   ****
 
   Rob wasn’t joking. An hour later Kelly walked through the front door of his home.
 
   “I still don’t understand why we have to bake the cake at your house.” She heard the childish pout in her voice.
 
   “Because your mother’s kitchen is a mess and my dad’s house is cleaned up for the wedding.”
 
   “Something makes me think there’s more to it than that.”
 
   Hands clutching cloth grocery bags, Rob kicked the door shut. “I can’t deny I wanted to get you alone.”
 
   Kelly was unprepared for the giddy heat that raced through her. This wasn’t good. What in the hell was she doing here? With him? Was she out of her mind?
 
   He strode across the great room, leaving Kelly to take in the sights and smells of his wonderful log cabin. A bank of tall windows at one end of the great room allowed sunlight to stream into the spacious open area and across dark hardwood floors. The ceiling was vaulted with fans slowly turning overhead in the exposed wooden rafters.
 
   Kelly pivoted taking in the rustic charm of Rob’s home with its two brown leather sofas and an overstuffed, burnt orange chair. Magazines and books were scattered on the coffee table and on the floor beside the chair. Above the stone fireplace was the only bit of modern technology in the room, a large flat screen TV. The log cabin didn’t fit the picture she’d created of him as a sophisticated Chicago lawyer.
 
   At the opposite end of the room, a metal, spiral staircase led up to a loft that could be seen from the floor below. Behind the staircase was a galley kitchen, perfect for a bachelor. Rob was already there unloading groceries.
 
   “Like my bachelor pad?” he asked not turning around when she came into the kitchen.
 
   Kelly gazed out French doors to a patio and well-manicured yard beyond. “I must admit I didn’t figure you for a log cabin kind of guy.”
 
   He turned to face her with a knowing look as if her response pleased him. “Surprised you, huh?”
 
   “I should say so.” She shrugged. “You didn’t have this house when you were married, did you?”
 
   “No.” He turned back to the countertop, removed a carton of eggs and folded the cloth bag. “We owned a house in Locust Grove close to my dad. I couldn’t stay there.”
 
   Kelly glanced at him, hearing, once more, the hurt in his voice. What woman would divorce a guy like Rob? His ex-wife must be out of her mind.
 
   Rob pulled a hand mixer and a glass bowl from a lower cabinet. “You’ll have to do the honors,” he said, “if you want this wedding cake to turn out right.”
 
   “You’re assuming I can cook.” She walked over beside him, trying to ignore the tingle of excitement racing through her body just because of his nearness.
 
   “I figure you have many talents. I’ve already seen your pitching arm and how you sit a horse.”
 
   The memory of yesterday afternoon rushed back like gangbusters. Kelly felt her face grow warm. As she told Rachel, she had enjoyed that kiss a little too much. The ride back to the barn had been an erotic nightmare as her body felt on fire where it touched and rubbed the saddle. That she’d been without a good dose of sex for a long time had been all too apparent to her.
 
   “Well, get out of the way, mister, if you want me to work on this cake.” Kelly bumped Rob, aiming to tease him a little.
 
   He didn’t move, standing his ground so that their bodies touched. “Do you want my help?”
 
   She swallowed hard. “No, get out of my kitchen!”
 
   “My kitchen, remember.” He pulled out one of the chairs from the small dining set by the French doors, turned it around and straddled it, resting his arms on the back. “I’ll watch.”
 
   Kelly’s body warmed and then throbbed as she struggled to ignore Rob’s gaze upon her every action. She wore sandals and a blue, cotton and spandex sundress with a halter neckline, open at the back. Her legs and body were much too exposed to Rob’s rapt attention.
 
   Kelly couldn’t remember the last time she’d made a cake, but it was like pitching or riding a horse, something not easily forgotten. Turning on the oven to heat, she greased the cake pans and dusted them with flour. With every move she made, she felt like a clumsy child, but she put her mind to it and slowly, methodically prepared the cake batter and poured it into the round baking pans.
 
   When she picked up a cake pan to place it in the stainless steel oven, Rob jumped up and opened the door for her. He stood there while she retrieved the second pan and put it on the rack. Then he shut the oven door.
 
   “How long?” he asked.
 
   Kelly glanced at the box once more. “Thirty-five minutes.”
 
   Rob twisted the timer. “Done. Let’s go sit down.”
 
   Kelly followed him into the great room and plopped down on the sofa, thinking he’d take the easy chair. Instead he sat next to her and turned slightly toward her with his arm resting on the top of the sofa.
 
   She shot him a questioning look. “What?”
 
   “You’re beautiful. You’ve always been beautiful.”
 
   The sincerity in his voice made her feel warm and cared for. She met his concerned gaze. “I bet you say that to all the girls,” she said trying to make light of his words.
 
   “Not recently.”
 
   She attempted to change the subject and leaned forward picking up a book from the coffee table. “So what are you reading? American Assassin.”
 
   “A Mitch Rapp thriller by Vince Flynn.”
 
   Kelly set the heavy hardback book down and glanced at him. “Do you read much?”
 
   “Not much else to do in Lanham for a bachelor.”
 
   “An eligible bachelor,” she reminded him.
 
   “Not many single women to select from until you came to town.”
 
   Kelly avoided his heavy-lidded gaze and the hint of suggestion in his voice. No one in her family had made her feel loved for herself until Aunt Bess had taken her in. To Thomas she had been a commodity, another teacher whom he let into his bed to satisfy his basic urges. After so many years, he probably had felt obligated to pop the question. She hadn’t loved him. Once she had loved Rob.
 
   Don’t do this to yourself.
 
   But her body refused to listen to reason. She settled back feeling the brush of his arm on her exposed back “I won’t be in Lanham much longer,” she told him in a soft voice.
 
   The muscle in his arm flexed. “Why not?”
 
   “I have plans,” she lied. “To start with, I’m going to visit friends in North Carolina on Saturday.”
 
   “You don’t want to stick around? See your mother settled?”
 
   “My mother needs no help from me. Your father is taking quite good care of her, better than I could ever do.”
 
   “How about sticking around to get to know me again?”
 
   Air squeezed out of her lungs. “No way!” The words escaped from her in a breathless rush before she could stop them.
 
   “I’m so terrible then?” He touched her bare neck. “Once you didn’t think like that.”
 
   The tingle from where he touched her coursed throughout her body. “That was more than twenty years ago, Rob.”
 
   She scooted away, but he stopped her with his fingers on her shoulders, pressing her back toward his hard body. “What happened then, Kel? Why did you run away?”
 
   Kelly tensed, her heart thudding wildly in her chest. “What do you mean, what happened? I got pregnant, remember? My father wanted me to get an abortion. I wasn’t going to do that.”
 
   Rob caught her chin and forced her to face him. His eyes were filled with curiosity and pain, a mixture of what he must be feeling. “I admit I didn’t think about it at the time, but later, especially after Jess couldn’t have children, I wondered if I was the father of your baby.”
 
   Her eyes rounded in alarm and a shudder of fear passed through her. She shook free of his touch. “Of course not.” Her tone was sharp. “You weren’t the only guy, you know?”
 
   “I thought I was.”
 
   Kelly ignored the hurt she heard. “Well, don’t kid yourself.”
 
   Rob sat quietly a moment as if absorbing what she had said. Kelly hated herself. Hated the big secret she kept. But there was no impulse to reveal the truth. She’d kept it so long from her father for fear of what he might do. She’d kept it from C.B. and even Aunt Bess. There was no possible way she could tell her mother the truth especially now that she was marrying Rob’s father. It was her secret to hold, now and forever.
 
   Finally Rob touched her again, pulling her into his arms as they sat there on his brown leather sofa. She was stiff, resisting, filled with fear and determination not to be overcome.
 
   “Okay, the past is over. Let’s forget it. Let’s talk about the future.”
 
   “Future?”
 
   “You and me.”
 
   A lump lodged in her throat. “We have no future.”
 
   “We could,” he said in an offhanded way.
 
   “I’m leaving town,” she protested.
 
   “Not until Saturday.”
 
   There was a promise and a threat in his response. Kelly searched his face. He wasn’t kidding by the look in his eyes. Rob lowered his head to kiss her.
 
   The timer buzzed in the kitchen.
 
   “Saved by the bell!” Kelly ducked out of his arms and hurried away from him.
 
   Grabbing a pot holder, she opened the oven door and lifted the sweet-smelling strawberry cake from the racks. She placed each hot pan on cooling racks, closed the door and turned off the oven.
 
   Rob was next to her by then, blocking her exit from the kitchen. He removed the pot holder from her hand and tossed it toward the countertop. He missed, and it slid to the floor. Kelly caught the miss from the corner of her eye, but her attention was riveted on Rob. He towered above her, the muscles in his arms visible because he was wearing a short-sleeved blue Polo shirt that matched the color of his eyes.
 
   “I love you, Kelly.”
 
   “Rob,” she protested and tried to slide past him.
 
   He grasped her arms, tugged her toward him. “I’ve loved you, Kelly, since the first moment I laid eyes on you. I married Jessica thinking she was just like you. But she wasn’t. When Dad told me he was marrying your mother, I couldn’t believe my luck. Here was my second chance with you. To have you back, to hold you, to love you once again is like a dream come true.” There was a silent plea in his eyes. “Please, Kelly. Let me show you how much I love you.”
 
   “Rob!” she said again, but this time with less force.
 
   “Let me love you.”
 
   Now his voice was low and husky, heavy with desire that sparkled in his eyes. Electricity crackled between them. He caught her hips and pulled her against him. Her eyes widened when she felt his erection.
 
   “You see what you do to me?”
 
   Thomas had never spoken to her like that or pursued her with such intensity. The old Rob had never been like this either, always respecting her wishes about their hidden relationship. Their one night together had been the first for both of them.
 
   Not any more. No, not any more.
 
   Kelly reacted to his arousal like a mare ready for a stallion. She grew wet fast. Her whole body burned, especially in her most private place.
 
   What am I going to do?
 
   “Let me love you,” he urged again.
 
   Her breath turned shallow. She couldn’t speak. She needed to get away while a shred of sanity remained.
 
   His head dipped, and his mouth sought hers, greedily working over her lips, kissing her as if tomorrow would never come. She heard herself whimper.
 
   Rob’s hands investigated her hips, scrunching up the skirt of her dress and then dropping down to her cotton panties. He grabbed her bottom. Her body arched against him, seeking his hardness against her soft spot. She kissed him back with a bewildering passion that seemed to spring up from nowhere. It was as if she could not get enough of him, his taste, his feel, his heart.
 
   “I have condoms in my bedroom,” he murmured pulling her even closer, gripping her hard.
 
   She wanted to jump inside his skin—be a part of him as she had so long ago. The ache, the drive was irresistible and she didn’t resist. Saturday she would be gone. Today she needed this release, this closure. She could go to North Carolina with a clear mind, no longer wondering what if.
 
   Kelly rocked against his erection. She grabbed his face between her hands and drove her tongue into his mouth as frenzied in her desire as he.
 
   “God, Kelly, I can stop now but not much longer if you keep this up.”
 
   “I don’t want you to stop,” she said gasping.
 
   And he didn’t.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Making love didn’t change a thing and it changed everything. Kelly still planned to leave on Saturday, and now she had even more reason to go.
 
   Turning her head, Kelly peeped at Rob sleeping soundly beside her. They were lying in his king-sized bed, having spent the night together making love three times. She had counted them, wondering about the stamina of the man she had once loved and lost.
 
   A sense of disbelief tore through her. Was she crazy? She licked her lips and turned on her side to stare at Rob’s gray bedroom walls.
 
   What must she have been thinking to have sex with Rob? Oh, that’s right. She hadn’t been thinking. Her urges had taken over, sweeping her away when he swept her into his arms and carried her to his bed.
 
   Have I made the biggest mistake of my life?
 
   Carefully, so not to wake him, Kelly eased the sheet back and crawled out of bed. Her panties were discarded on the hardwood floor. So were her sandals. Her bra was nowhere to be found. Kelly slipped on her panties and picked up the sandals. Padding out of the bedroom, she went through the great room and found her bra in the middle of the kitchen floor right next to her rumpled sundress.
 
   Last night Rob had pulled the tie at the back of her neck and the bodice of her dress had toppled down around her waist. He had unbuckled her belt and then the dress had fallen to the floor leaving her standing in front of him with her head held high. He had unsnapped her bra, lifting it off and kissed her non-stop, his hands moving, cupping, caressing, and stimulating her beyond caring. Even now her nerve endings felt on fire simply remembering.
 
   Kelly put her bra back on and struggled into her dress. Turned toward the French doors and the bright morning sun streaming through them warming her face, she reached behind her neck to tie the halter.
 
   “Let me help.”
 
   His deep voice sent chills skittering down her spine. His strong hands hovered near her neck tying the tie. She longed to lean back against his chest and experience his arms around her one more time, but she couldn’t. Not now. Not ever again.
 
   Without saying a word, Rob took matters into his own hands and hugged her against him, kissing the top of her head and squeezing her tight. “You feel so good,” he murmured. “God, how I love you.”
 
   No, this wasn’t right. She had made enough mess of things simply by sleeping with him.
 
   When she didn’t reply, he asked, “What are you doing up so early?”
 
   “We never finished icing the cake.” Kelly inclined her head toward the now cool pans. “And I need to get home. Today is my mother’s wedding day.”
 
   “Ah, yes. I conveniently forgot.” He let her go. “Can I help?”
 
   “No.” She turned to face him. He was naked.
 
   Rob grinned down at her expression. “What? You’ve never seen a naked man before?”
 
   “Not one as handsome as you,” she said truthfully.
 
   He cupped her face in his hands and kissed her hard, breaking off seconds later. “If I keep this up, I won’t stop.” He backed away. “I’ll go get cleaned up and then take you home.”
 
   “Great.” She was breathless. Bemused. Determined.
 
   She offered him a half-hearted smile and turned back to the kitchen counter as if ready to ice the cake.
 
   When she heard him leave, Kelly rocked against the counter and put her hands on the surface to steady herself. Deep in her heart she felt that familiar remorse and an ever-deeper sense of panic. She had lived with those feelings over twenty years, never getting closure or peace, always on the wrong side of things simply because of one big secret that hung around her neck like that dead albatross in the poem she read in college.
 
   ****
 
   Rob took her home but they didn’t say much to each other on the way. Unaware of her lies and misgivings, and the terrible dread she lived with, Rob wore a self-satisfied look, like a cat that had caught a mouse. He must think everything was fine, that they were starting to explore a new relationship. He loved her, he said. That’s all that mattered.
 
   “I’ll take the cake on to Dad’s and go to work for a while before I go back home and dress for the ceremony,” Rob told her as he pulled up to the curb of her mother’s house.
 
   Kelly stilled for one heartbeat before turning to face Rob. His compelling blue eyes bore into hers as if stripping her bare or searching her soul. The shadow of his beard added to his ruggedly handsome, manly beauty while his tousled blond hair reminded her of a small boy. She couldn’t help but smile at the thought.
 
   Rob smiled back, reaching out to touch her chin, urging her lips toward his. She didn’t want to kiss him, but couldn’t resist. Leaning forward, Kelly brushed his lips with hers, quivering at the gentleness of his kiss so full of poignancy and longing.
 
   “We’re good together, Kelly,” he said when she sat back.
 
   She glanced away, her heart hammering with recurring fear. “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “Yes,” he murmured. “I’ll see you this afternoon.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Kelly opened the door and climbed out of his Beemer. Almost sprinting to the house, she didn’t want to think about his sudden declaration. She also didn’t want to do this wedding thing. She wanted to run and hide. Turning the key, she let herself into her mother’s cluttered living room.
 
   Arms folded across her chest like a disapproving schoolmarm, Grace stood in the hallway blocking the way. “You didn’t come home last night,” she said.
 
   Kelly hesitated, blinking with confusion. “I’m forty years old, Mother, for heaven sakes.”
 
   “You’re in my house as a guest. I was worried about you.”
 
   “I was okay,” Kelly said, brushing past her mother and stomping up the stairs to hide in her bedroom as if she was seventeen all over again.
 
   Why did she turn into a blithering, idiotic teenager when she came into this house? Why did she act like she had never lived on her own and successfully raised a child? Kelly felt suddenly ill-equipped to deal with her emotions. She sat down on her bed, shoulders slumping, and fought real terror that bubbled up from within.
 
   Her mother came up the steps and stood in the doorway. This time her arms weren’t folded. She looked sad and unhappy. Guilt raced through Kelly’s heart. She shouldn’t react like this with her mother. If it had been C.B. out all night, she would have been just as upset.
 
   “I am getting married today,” Grace said quietly. “It is the happiest day of my life, but I don’t like seeing you so unhappy, Kelly.”
 
   “I’m not unhappy,” Kelly replied suddenly on the defensive.
 
   But her mother would have none of it. “You most certainly are. I didn’t have the strength to do anything about it when your father was alive, but I do now.”
 
   She joined Kelly on the bed and put a gentle hand on her daughter’s bare knee. Kelly tried not to shrink at the touch. Where was this going? She fought down the compulsion to spring to her feet and flee the room.
 
   “I want to apologize to you,” her mother said in a voice so hushed that Kelly could hardly hear her words.
 
   “Whatever for?” Still on the defensive, she didn’t want to hear an apology.
 
   “I didn’t stick up for you when you got pregnant.”
 
   Kelly made a dismissing gesture with her hand. “That was a long time ago, Mother.”
 
   “But it’s still eating away at you, dear. I know it. You don’t have to say anything for a mother to know.”
 
   “Well, it’s my problem.” Kelly tried to sidestep the issue. “I’ll deal with it.”
 
   Grace’s fingers pressed Kelly’s knee. “It’s my problem as well. I want to start my new life with the demons from my past exorcized.”
 
   “Oh, come on, Mother,” Kelly scoffed. “You don’t have any demons.”
 
   “I have secrets just as you do, Kelly.”
 
   Kelly’s lips parted in surprise. “You’re the most self-effacing woman I know. What possible demons can you have to hide?”
 
   “Your father was a hard man, but a good man.” Grace cast her gaze downward. “But I didn’t love him.”
 
   “That’s your secret?” Kelly wasn’t shocked by her mother’s admission. She had found her father hard to love as well.
 
   Grace withdrew her hand to rub her temple. “Your father loved you, Kelly. That’s why he was strict when you were growing up. He thought if he could control your clothing, your friends and activities, he could protect you.”
 
   Kelly crossed her arms as if to shield herself from old anger and resentment. Her mother was right. It still churned in her belly as roughly as it had been over twenty years ago.
 
   “And then you got pregnant,” Grace’s voice died away.
 
   “Best mistake I ever made,” Kelly said sharply, tired of defending what had turned out to be the most wonderful thing in her life—her daughter.
 
   “But you see,” Grace said, “that’s exactly what he was trying to prevent.”
 
   “I’m sorry I disappointed him.” The sarcasm rang in her voice because Kelly wasn’t sorry. She was defiant in her anger.
 
   Grace’s eyes brimmed with tears. Her lower lip quivered. “But he was disappointed, you see, because it’s just exactly what had happened to us.”
 
   Kelly’s heart stilled. She turned to stare at her mother.
 
   “I had to marry your father, Kelly.” Grace paused, letting her words sink in. “Because I was pregnant with you.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Friday afternoon
 
   Five o’clock
 
    
 
   In a corner of Howie’s living room, a four-piece string quartet played soft chamber music. The furniture had been removed and replaced with folding chairs arranged in a semi-circle facing the floor-to-ceiling windows. The plantation shutters had been shut to provide a backdrop of white, and in front of them, a table held a cascading arrangement of yellow and lavender roses and other flowers Rob couldn’t name.
 
   His aunt and her husband, his four cousins and their spouses, were already seated. The minister and his dad were in the kitchen where Howie was making life difficult for the caterer and her staff. The ceremony only waited for the arrival of Kelly’s daughter and husband who were stuck in traffic on I-65 coming out of Louisville.
 
   “They’re five minutes out,” Kelly said coming down the steps to the foyer.
 
   Rob looked up and for the first time since he dropped Kelly off this morning, he gazed upon the love of his life. The thought resonated for him, seeming right, as if meant to be. Sure, he was taking a giant leap of faith with this relationship. Kelly was hesitant, not committing to him. He knew that. But he had committed last night, if only in his mind, heart, and soul. She was what he wanted. Needed.
 
   He must convince Kelly of that need.
 
   “I’d give you a wolf whistle if it wasn’t for the guests,” he said nodding his head toward the living room where his family waited.
 
   “What?” Kelly reached the bottom of the stairs and peered at him as if not understanding.
 
   “A wolf whistle to let you know you’re beautiful.”
 
   And she was—wearing a royal blue, V-neck, sleeveless dress that hit just above the knee and fitted her figure like a glove. Her legs were bare and she wore black, high-heel pumps. Diamond teardrop earrings dangled from her ears.
 
   She blushed. “Don’t.”
 
   “Don’t what? Compliment you? You’re the most beautiful forty-year-old woman I’ve ever laid my eyes on.”
 
   “Now, really don’t!” A glint of humor returning, her eyes flashed. “I don’t like to be reminded.”
 
   He chuckled. “I can’t help myself.”
 
   She grimaced and swatted his arm playfully. “Women don’t want to talk about their ages.”
 
   “I’ll remember,” Rob conceded.
 
   “Oh, good grief. Who dressed you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Who put on that boutonnière? It’s crooked and too low.”
 
   “Howie.” Rob shrugged. “Will you fix it?”
 
   “Of course, I can’t let you wear it like that.”
 
   Kelly stepped nearer and unpinned the white rose on his lapel. She smelled of vanilla, subtle but sweet. His body throbbed with desire at her touch. Could he convince her to come home with him again tonight? Could he make her understand that leaving her years ago was the biggest mistake of his life?
 
    
 
   Kelly pinned Rob’s boutonnière to the lapel of his navy Brooks Brothers’ suit, an intimate action that she found disconcerting, to say the least. Her fingers tingled on the finely woven Italian wool as she drank in the subtle masculine scent of Rob’s aftershave. He wore a light blue, traditional shirt with French cuffs and a silk navy and light blue paisley tie. He looked mighty handsome.
 
   But not as handsome as he’d looked in the flesh. She wasn’t bold enough to tell him that. In fact, there was nothing bold about her at the moment. Only hours earlier, she had come to a sort of closure with her mother. In a small way, she was able to forgive her father and feel sorry for her mother, who had put up with a bad marriage, in part, for Kelly’s sake.
 
   That she could be truly happy for her mother and her upcoming nuptials was a good thing. That they could hug and make up was the best. Yet it had been hard to soften her heart for fear that if she did, somehow her mother would stab it again. But she risked it. For once.
 
   The bad part was to come—when Rob faced his daughter for the first time. The daughter he didn’t know existed.
 
   The doorbell rang almost on cue. Kelly turned. Heart in her throat, she stood fixed in her spot watching Rob go to the door.
 
   “You must be C.B.,” Rob said swinging it open wide. “And you’re Daniel.” He offered his hand to the younger man. “I’m Rob Scott, Howie’s son,”
 
   “I would know you anywhere,” C.B. said in her cheerful, perky way. “Grandma described you to me.”
 
   “She did?”
 
   “Yes, she did. She seems to think you would be just the right man for my mother.”
 
   “C.B.” Kelly exclaimed, horrified.
 
   “Mom!” Smiling, C.B. rushed into the room and hugged her. “You look so pretty.”
 
   “You do too, pumpkin.”
 
   Rob shut the door behind Daniel, who came in and gave Kelly a hug. When Daniel stepped back to take C.B.’s hand in a possessive display of ownership, Kelly got the message. So that was the way it would be between them? Both vying for C.B.’s affection.
 
   “I have to agree with your grandmother,” Rob was saying. “She has excellent powers of observation.”
 
   C.B. laughed and then stuck out her hand. “I’m glad to meet you, anyway, Mr. Scott, and I’m glad my grandmother is going to be in your family.”
 
   Rob took her hand. Their handshake connected them in what they must believe to be a fun-loving conspiracy. But it was more than that. Much more.
 
   Am I the only one to notice the resemblance?
 
   Kelly drew in a breath and held it, fearing Daniel would burst out with the truth because he was watching his wife and Rob closely.
 
   She cleared her throat and said, “I think you two had better take your seats. They want to get started.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” C.B. agreed.
 
   She and Daniel walked hand-and-hand into the living room leaving Kelly alone with Rob. Heart beating fast, she gazed up at him. Did he suspect anything? He would almost have to be blind not to notice.
 
   “You’re daughter is beautiful, Kelly.”
 
   “Yes, she is.”
 
   “You’re very lucky.”
 
   His words pierced her to the core. She swallowed hard. “I don’t know about that,” she said, dismissing him. “I do know if I don’t get back upstairs to the bride, I’ll never be forgiven.”
 
   With that she turned and fled up the stairs, once more evading the truth and what might turn out to be inevitable.
 
   ****
 
   The small, intimate wedding concluded without a hitch. Rob stood up for his father, and Kelly—carrying a small, hand tied bouquet of white roses—acted as her mother’s maid of honor. Afterwards, everyone followed the newlyweds outside to the garden where the caterer had set up a dinner complete with a choice of filet mignon or salmon. The string quartet transferred their chairs and instruments to the garden and continued playing the soft, soothing music.
 
   “I see my new stepmother is serious about matchmaking,” Rob whispered to Kelly, who was seated by his side. His engraved place card was situated next to hers.
 
   Kelly paused taking a bite of her Caesar salad. “Maybe she’ll have other things to think about now that she is married.” Her tone was dry and not amused.
 
   “I like the way her mind works,” Rob said.
 
   Kelly swallowed her bite. “She should mind her own business.”
 
   “Ah, you sound upset.” He enjoyed teasing her. “Join me at my house tonight, and we can discuss the cause.”
 
   Shooting him a hard look, Kelly dug into her salad.
 
   “You can’t deny you enjoyed last night as much as I did,” he said.
 
   “I’m ignoring you.” She took a drink of iced tea and deliberately turned her head to speak to her mother.
 
   Kelly couldn’t ignore him forever. Rob let up, hiding a self-satisfied smile, and sat back in his chair. The guests were seated at a large round table covered by a white tablecloth. C.B. and her husband sat on the opposite side of the table so that Rob had a clear view of Kelly’s daughter.
 
   He had expected C.B. to have Kelly’s red hair, but it was blond. She had two cute dimples when she smiled and a pert little nose that was more pixie-like than Kelly’s. As he sipped a vodka and water, he watched her interaction with Daniel and one of his cousins on her right. There was something familiar about her. Something that made him think of his grandmother.
 
   Rob sat up and placed his glass on the table. The question that was forming in his mind seemed so out of this world impossible. He fought for breath and for the quieting of his racing heart.
 
   Could C.B. be his daughter?
 
   Kelly had denied it. He’d flat out asked her, and she’d said no. Now he wondered.
 
   Rob picked up his glass again and brought it to his lips. Slowly, he took a sip and stared at C.B. over the rim as he struggled to tamp down his growing excitement.
 
   It was safe to say C.B. didn’t know who he was. And no, he couldn’t ask Kelly again, not after she’d told him no. What if he got his hopes up only to learn C.B. was not his daughter?
 
   Rob didn’t think he could survive the disappointment.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Would the evening ever end? The newlyweds seemed in no hurry to leave the reception, and the strain of having C.B. and Rob together frayed Kelly’s nerves. She had watched them dance, suffering every step as they twirled around the garden dance area. And then Rob had danced with her. When he took her into his arms, she thought she would melt into the garden path.
 
   Kelly wanted him, but she couldn’t allow herself to give in. Happily-ever-after endings never happened to her. It was enough to know her mother and C.B. were happy. That was as much as she could wish for, given the secret she carried and the mistakes she’d made.
 
   It was approaching eight o’clock when she missed seeing Rob in the garden. C.B. was gone too. Daniel chatted with her mother at the dining table where the twilight was now lit by glowing candlelight. That Rob and C.B. were not in sight troubled her, so Kelly slipped into the house.
 
   She found C.B. in the upstairs guest bathroom repairing her makeup. Joining her daughter at the double sinks, Kelly smoothed down her hair and washed her hands.
 
   “It’s been a nice wedding,” she said. This was the first time she’d been alone with C.B. in a long time.
 
   “Oh, yes! And Grandma is so happy. Howie is such a nice man.”
 
   “Yes.” Kelly nodded. “I expect he’s going to treat her better than my father ever did.”
 
   C.B. looked thoughtful. “Grandma deserves it. She’s put up with a lot.” Turning to the mirror, she said, “You too, Mom. You deserve a nice guy like that.”
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe some day.”
 
   “What about Rob?” C.B. asked. “He seems to like you.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Why don’t you do something about it? I bet if you chase him a little, you can catch him.”
 
   Kelly smiled, hoping her smile covered her uneasiness. “You sound just like your grandmother. Matchmaking must run in the family.”
 
   C.B. returned a pout. “I don’t know why you make a joke about it. You don’t need to worry about me now. Besides, you’re not young any more. You’re forty years old.”
 
   “Don’t remind me.”
 
   “It’s time you do something for yourself, Mom. Stop playing the martyr.”
 
   A tense silence surrounded them. Kelly’s chest felt as if it would burst. “Is that what you think I am?”
 
   C.B. glanced at Kelly’s image in the mirror. “I think you have sacrificed enough,” she said softly. “I think it’s time for you to let go of me and get on with your life.”
 
   Kelly suddenly burned with anger. “That’s Daniel talking.”
 
   “What if it is?” C.B. lifted her chin. “He’s my husband, and he’s right most of the time.”
 
   “But he doesn’t know anything about me. What right does he have to pass judgment?”
 
   C.B. turned to her. “It’s not judgment. He cares about me, and he cares about you. He knows it’s time for us to change our relationship. I’m all grown up, Mom. I’m married.”
 
   Kelly wanted to run and hide. Her insides felt like jelly, mixed with anger and fear and an extra dose of confusion. “Why attack me all of a sudden? We always had such a good relationship, C.B. It was always you and me and Aunt Bess. What have I done to change that?”
 
   C.B.’s lip quivered, but she stood her ground. “You see the Scott family out there? Happy? Together? Daniel’s family is like that. It’s a big family. I’ve always wanted a big family. Like everybody else.”
 
   Kelly licked her lips. Her hands were cold. She clutched them, her fingernails biting into her palms. “Not everyone has big families, C.B. I did the best I could.”
 
   “Did you? Then why won’t you tell me who my father is? What’s so terrible about him? Can’t you get it through your head I’ve always thought he didn’t want me?”
 
   “That’s not true, C.B. Your father doesn’t know about you.” Kelly’s voice was shaky. “I never told him.”
 
   C.B. straightened her shoulders. “I don’t understand you.”
 
   “I had my reasons.” Kelly dropped her gaze.
 
   “Fine.” There was a new hardness in C.B.’s tone. “One more thing, if you please.” She took a breath. “My name is not C.B. I’m no longer Colleen Baron but Mrs. Daniel Lyons. You can stop calling me C.B.”
 
   Her daughter swept past in a hurry. “C.B.!” Kelly reached for her, but her precious child left the bathroom and didn’t look back.
 
   “Colleen,” Kelly whispered and slumped against the sink, feeling anguish so deep that it threatened to overcome her remaining control.
 
   ****
 
   Kelly walked zombie-like down the staircase to the entrance foyer. Outside the candlelit garden was a-buzz with music and activity. Inside however, the rooms were shadowy and quiet in the growing dusk.
 
   She paused and drew a deep breath trying to mollify the jumbled emotions coursing through her heart and mind. With no place left to hide, Kelly faced a dilemma. Did she tell the truth? Was it too late? Would C.B.—Colleen—and Rob ever forgive her?
 
   Her instinct said no. She must continue to keep her secret. It was her default position. She knew nothing else. Kelly rubbed her damp palms down the slick skirt of her royal blue dress.
 
   What am I going to do?
 
   A movement in the living room drew her attention. She glanced into the dark room and recognized Rob sitting silently in the shadows facing the huge flower arrangement where the wedding had taken place. He was slumped forward with his elbows on his knees and his hands clasped. When she sat down beside him, he didn’t move.
 
   An inscrutable silence followed. Kelly inhaled sharply as it lengthened. Had he learned the truth? What was wrong? Sensing his tension, she touched his shoulder.
 
   Rob aroused long enough to glance her way. His face was ashen, his blue eyes glassy.
 
   “God, Kelly,” he said in a voice that could break a heart.
 
   For a split second, Kelly wanted to run, but this was Rob. Something troubled him.
 
   “What’s wrong?” She dreaded the answer, but she couldn’t leave him.
 
   He sat back in the chair and stared at the ceiling. Finally he said, “Jessica is pregnant.”
 
   “What?” Kelly placed her hand on his knee. “You told me she didn’t want children.”
 
   Rob rubbed a hand down his face. “After she miscarried, she told me she didn’t want to be a mother. She made me feel guilty, as if it was my fault she lost the baby. She called me a failure. It’s the one thing I wanted that I could never have.”
 
   “But she’s pregnant now?”
 
   “Yes, second trimester. It didn’t take her new husband long to do what I couldn’t do in ten years. And of course, she called tonight to gloat. The bitch.”
 
   Rob’s anger was laced with sorrow and regret. Kelly understood. He had been betrayed by a woman he loved.
 
   Just as I betrayed him so many years ago.
 
   No! She’d been the victim! Wronged by Rob’s mother and then her father—a casualty of circumstances. She had been the one who had lived with the mistake.
 
   And the one who had reaped the reward, for Colleen Baron had been the prize of a lifetime, a gift Rob had never been given.
 
   Kelly removed her hand from Rob’s knee and stirred uneasily in the chair. “Life’s not fair,” she said in a voice she hardly recognized.
 
   “You can say that again.” He brushed a gaze full of bitterness across her face.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she whispered.
 
   He sat up straight, manning up. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll get over it.”
 
   “But you shouldn’t have to. Jessica shouldn’t treat you like this. You don’t deserve it, Rob.” Her annoyance increased. “You would have been a wonderful father.”
 
   “Like you are a wonderful mother.” For an instant his glance sharpened.
 
   Kelly dropped her gaze afraid to meet his eyes. “I don’t know about that.”
 
   “I know. C.B. is proof of the good job you did.”
 
   “Colleen,” Kelly muttered. “She wants to be called ‘Colleen.’”
 
   “You don’t give yourself enough credit.” He reached out and caught her hand in his. “You’ve found the strength inside to go it alone under difficult circumstances. You not only survived, but thrived. You’re a remarkable woman, Kelly Baron.”
 
   Dangerously close to tears, Kelly shook her head and pulled her hand away.
 
   “Come home with me tonight, Kel. I love you. I need you.”
 
   She looked up, disoriented. There was vulnerability in his eyes she had never seen before. No, she had to cut him off. Life wasn’t fair. She had already done enough damage where Rob was concerned. She wasn’t worthy of his misplaced trust and love.
 
   “I can’t.” Her voice rose sounding steely. “I’m leaving for North Carolina bright and early in the morning.”
 
   ****
 
   The party broke up thirty minutes later. Mr. and Mrs. Howard Scott left for their honeymoon to a chorus of well-wishes and a shower of rose petals. Colleen and Daniel left to return home. There was strain in their departure, a strain that broke Kelly’s heart.
 
   After the other relatives said their good-byes, Rob and Kelly were alone except for the catering staff doing the clean-up.
 
   “Go home, Kelly,” Rob ordered in a tired voice devoid of emotion. “I’ll straighten up and lock the doors after the caterer is done.”
 
   Kelly glanced around the bright living room. The earlier shadows were gone. “Okay, if you think I’m not needed.”
 
   “No,” he said with a pointed stare. “You’re not needed. Not much chance I’ll screw this up.”
 
   She dropped her eyes before his steady gaze and battled with overwhelming remorse. “I’ll see you then.”
 
   “Sure.” Rob turned his back.
 
   Nothing remained for her to do but walk to her car and drive away.
 
   ****
 
   Her mother’s house was dark and uninviting. The ghost-like boxes in the living room stacked for Rob’s yard sale filled the room with a disembodied presence and contributed to the eerie silence. Kelly mounted the stairs to her bedroom. She changed out of her fancy dress, putting on shorts and a T-shirt.
 
   Should she start for North Carolina tonight? Kelly truly didn’t know what to do. Her life had no purpose. Or hope.
 
   Without hope, what do I have?
 
   Her shoulders sagged under the weight of her anguish. Legs collapsing under her, Kelly sank to her bed, wrapped her arms around herself and cried. Sobs wracked her body. She lowered her head to her pillow, pulled her legs up, curling in a fetal position, and poured out her sorrow until there were no tears left.
 
   Rob was hurting. It was her fault. Her nurturing instinct compelled her to make it better, as if she could kiss his bruises and make the pain go away.
 
   How? She had no power. No control, and she didn’t trust the outcome.
 
   A far-away voice rang in her ears. “Believe in yourself, Kelly,” her great-aunt had said, urging her to take risks.
 
   But believing had always been hard. Kelly had always felt vulnerable. Inadequate.
 
   “You don’t give yourself enough credit,” Rob had told her. “You’re a remarkable woman.”
 
   Rob had recognized her lack of self-confidence. Aunt Bess too. Her mother knew she was unhappy and tried to help. Even Rachel had pinpointed her fear of taking action. “Life just doesn’t happen,” Rachel had said. “You must create what you want out of it.”
 
   What do I want?
 
   Kelly sat up and wiped away her tears. She was sick from the struggle within and longed for peace and closure…and love.
 
   I want Rob.
 
   “I bet if you chase him a little, you can catch him,” Colleen had suggested.
 
   Staring at the empty walls, Kelly knew the only way she could ever catch Rob was to tell him the truth. It was a risk. He might hate her. Yet anything was better than the empty, soulless life she was leading.
 
   She sucked in a huge breath. Telling Rob meant telling Colleen. Could she face her daughter’s anger? Kelly shut her eyes.
 
   She had faced Colleen’s anger tonight. As Rob said, she had survived.
 
   I’ve always survived.
 
   Kelly opened her eyes and climbed to her feet. She needed to ease Rob’s hurt and help him understand he wasn’t a failure. He had a child, a beautiful daughter who needed him as much as he needed her.
 
   Maybe somewhere in this mess, Kelly could create a new future from the ashes of the past.

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   The night was hot and sticky. No air moved in the darkness. Only a few fireflies flickered among the trees as Kelly turned off her headlights and climbed out of her car.
 
   Fear cramped her stomach, and her limbs felt weak. Her sandals crunching on the gravel path, she could hardly walk toward Rob’s log cabin. The distant noise of insects buzzing in the dead, country silence was the only other sound she heard.
 
   Kelly stepped up one short step to the front porch and pushed the doorbell without hesitation. If she thought about it, she might turn away. Sucking in a huge breath, Kelly waited, rocking back on her heels and trying to control her trepidation.
 
   The door opened. Light from the great room flooded the porch, blinding Kelly for a moment. Rob stood quietly at the threshold, surprise glinting in his eyes until he hid it behind hooded eyelashes.
 
   “You invited me,” Kelly said, her voice cracking.
 
   Rob stared until her skin prickled. When he didn’t speak, she asked, “May I come in?”
 
   He stepped back from the door. Kelly marched past him with a confidence she didn’t feel. She turned in the middle of the great room and watched Rob slowly shut the front door.
 
   He turned and made eye contact. She fought to keep her chin high and shoulders squared.
 
   How do I tell him? What do I say?
 
   “I thought you were leaving.” His statement was an indictment.
 
   Kelly cleared her throat. “I am. But I have something to tell you first.”
 
   He nodded toward the sofa. “Have a seat.”
 
   Kelly sat down hard, feeling as uncomfortable as a grade school kid in the principal’s office. She clutched her hands in her lap. This time Rob took the easy chair, pushing back and propping his feet on the ottoman, as if he had no care in the world.
 
   This didn’t bode well. “I don’t know where to begin,” she said begging for his understanding.
 
   “Start at the beginning.”
 
   He gave no quarter, not in his posture or his direct gaze.
 
   Heart surging into her throat, Kelly hesitated, looking away. She wrung her hands.
 
   Get on with it. You came to confess. Do it!
 
   Eyes remaining downcast in fear, she said softly, “I learned something on this trip home.” Kelly glanced up at Rob’s stony face. “My mother confessed something to me before she married your father.”
 
   He said nothing. She dropped her gaze again to her hands.
 
   “She told me that she and my father had to get married, because she was pregnant with me.” Kelly raced on, “And that’s why he treated me the way he did while I was growing up. He didn’t want the same thing to happen to me.”
 
   Rob dropped his feet to the floor and sat up. She had his attention. “That’s why he made you wear those ugly clothes and stupid hair style?”
 
   Kelly nodded. “Yes.”
 
   “But you got pregnant anyway.”
 
   Kelly nodded again. Feeling her heart contract with the weight of her admission, she moved uneasily on the sofa. “Ironic isn’t it?”
 
   “It is a cruel irony.” Rob stood up and crossed over to the sofa. He sat down next to her and took her hand, squeezing it gently.
 
   She straightened her back and looked away. “He was angry with me and disappointed. I can see that now.”
 
   “You didn’t deserve his anger. I can’t believe he wanted you to get an abortion. I would never have asked that of you.”
 
   Kelly’s lower lip quivered. “Oh, God, Rob. I’ve so misjudged you.”
 
   He caressed her cheek. “No crying now. It’s over.”
 
   “I haven’t told you everything.” Tears pooled in her eyes.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “I’ve never said this out loud to anyone. I don’t know how to tell you.”
 
   Rob pulled her toward him, wrapping her in his arms. She snuggled close, feeling the rapid beat of his heart. His action gave her strength to go on.
 
   “I did so many things wrong back then, Rob,” Kelly admitted with a sob. “I deceived everyone, and once I started on that path, I didn’t—couldn’t—deviate. I thought only about C.B., ‘er, Colleen. I had to keep her safe. I had to protect her.”
 
   “You did a wonderful job,” Rob murmured and kissed her forehead.
 
   “But I should have done it differently. I couldn’t. Not then. Not at eighteen. Not after your mother warned me away from you.”
 
   “My mother?”
 
   Kelly tried to draw away, but he wouldn’t let her go, continuing to hold her in his arms. She started to cry—long, heaving sobs that took her breath away. “Oh, God, Rob, I’ve hurt you and C.B. so much. It wasn’t fair, but I didn’t know what else to do.”
 
   Rob didn’t speak, but there was a noticeable shift in his posture—a pause as if he knew what was coming.
 
   “Before you went away to college, your mother had told me to stay away from you. My father wanted C.B. dead.” Words tumbled from Kelly’s lips. “The only person who understood was Aunt Bess. So I just packed my bags one day and got on a bus to Louisville. Aunt Bess took me in.”
 
   She made one more try to pull away. Rob’s arms were like steel bands holding her. “Oh, Rob, it could have been different. I see that now. I shouldn’t have lied to you. I know now you would have done the right thing.”
 
   She felt Rob’s breathing hitch. He put his hands on her shoulders and gently shoved her back so he could look in her eyes.
 
   “What are you saying to me, Kelly?” he asked quietly.
 
   Kelly placed a hand to his T-shirt, feeling the wet spot she’d made with her tears. “I’m trying to tell you that Colleen is your child.”
 
   “But you said there were others.” Rob’s hushed voice held disbelief.
 
   She shook her head. “There never was anyone else. Only you. I lied. I was afraid you’d hate me for never telling you.”
 
   He didn’t say anything.
 
   She pushed back, curling her trembling fingers into the fabric of the T-shirt as she raised her gaze to his face. “Maybe you do hate me. I’ll understand if you do.” Kelly swallowed hard. “I’m sorry, Rob” She drew in a deep shuddering breath. “Maybe I better go now.”
 
   “I’m a father?”
 
   She nodded and wiped away her tears. “Yes.”
 
   “Colleen?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I thought she looked like my grandmother.” His smile radiated down on Kelly. “I knew I was the only one in high school.”
 
   “Yes.” She smiled up at him.
 
   “My God, Kelly, I’m really a father?”
 
   Nodding again, Kelly touched his cheek. “I’m sorry you’ve lost so many years. I’m sorry you never knew our daughter before tonight.”
 
   He caught her hand and kissed it. “I can’t believe this! But I do believe it, because I believe in you, back in high school and today. Kelly Baron, you are one remarkable, loving woman.”
 
   Shame rushed through her. She didn’t deserve his words. “I did the best I could.”
 
   “I should have been there for you.” Rob squeezed her hand.
 
   “You didn’t know.”
 
   He shook his head. “I should have suspected, but when you never came to me, it was easier to assume I had nothing to do with your baby.”
 
   Rob dropped her hand and ran his fingers through his hair, tousling his blond locks like a small, anxious boy. “My mother was a strong woman. You know that. She had big plans for me, and it was easier to go with the flow. I’m sorry she hassled you, Kel. If I’d known, I might have mustered some courage, but I sorely lacked it at the time.” He took a breath. “I might have stood up to my mother and things would be different today.”
 
   Rob kissed her, his fingers cupping her face, his lips demanding and quick, full of emotion and longing. “I’m so sorry, Kelly, for screwing up your life.”
 
   “You didn’t screw up my life,” she replied. “I had Colleen.”
 
   “You’re too generous.” Rob gazed lovingly into her eyes. “I’m at fault in this too.” Kissing her once more, he murmured, “Marry me.”
 
   “Marry you?” she muttered back, hardly understanding or daring to hope.
 
   “I have to marry the mother of my child.”
 
   “But she’s all grown up.”
 
   “All the better.” He kissed her long and hard. “We don’t have to deal with diapers.”
 
   Kelly choked and pulled away. “Are you crazy?”
 
   “No, serious.”
 
   “Seriously?” She shuddered, hope fluttering in her heart.
 
   “I’ve never been more serious in my life.”
 
   Joy overcoming her, Kelly threw her arms around Rob’s neck. He surrounded her with his embrace, and for the first time in her life, Kelly felt safe and secure. She liked that feeling. She was finally home.
 
   “I suppose I’ll have to call Rachel and tell her I’m not coming to North Carolina,” Kelly said already thinking ahead.
 
   “You’d better.” His fingers found the front-clasp of her bra under her T-shirt.
 
   The heat and vitality of the man pulsed against her sensitive breasts. She gasped a breath. “Then I suppose we’d better go to Louisville and talk to Colleen.”
 
   “We will,” he said, pressing his lips against hers again in a needy affirmation. “Tomorrow.”
 
   Kelly gasped again. “Tomorrow.”
 
   “I love you, Kelly Barron.”
 
   “I love you too, Rob Scott.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Epilogue
 
    
 
   One year later
 
   Louisville 
 
    
 
   “We’re an alert-looking bunch,” Kelly drawled, smile on her lips and happiness in her heart. She looked down at Grace, Howie, and Daniel’s parents who sat in a line of maternity waiting room chairs. Every tired eye was focused on the door to the labor and delivery rooms.
 
   Rob sat at the end of the line, his long legs stretched out in front of him. She handed him a frosty can of Coke from the vending machine and sat down beside him in a hard hospital chair.
 
   After nine long months, three with morning sickness, Colleen was finally in labor. The whole family had been waiting since noon, spending time in the labor room with the expectant couple until being asked to leave forty minutes ago. First babies were notorious for taking their sweet time, but this one, apparently was on his or her way.
 
   Part of tonight’s excitement was the suspense of learning the gender of the new baby. Colleen and Daniel had insisted on being old-fashioned and had refused to find out during the routine ultrasound. They had wanted to be surprised, but it was killing Kelly.
 
   “It’s two o’clock,” Howie complained, “and long past my bedtime. I’m usually in a prone position this time of the morning.”
 
   “Hush!” Grace slapped his sleeve in a good-humored way. “You’re here to support your granddaughter.”
 
   “I can do that just as well at home,” Howie growled, but Kelly was sure he didn’t mean it from the twinkle in his eyes.
 
   Angling her chair, Kelly clutched Rob’s arm and put her head on his shoulder, nuzzling against his sleeve. He felt good and solid, so safe and secure. She loved him so much. Could her dream really have come true? Sometimes she just couldn’t believe it.
 
   And she couldn’t believe her little girl—their daughter—was actually making them grandparents.
 
   A year ago they had broken the news to Colleen, who had held Daniel’s hand and wept. Kelly and Rob had wept too. It had been an emotional moment. And then Rob had been frantic to catch up. He wanted to know everything about his daughter, and Colleen wanted to share everything with him. Kelly had pulled out scrapbooks and photo albums from boxes in storage. There had been home movies to watch and stories to tell. Rob couldn’t get enough of his child and learning about the childhood he had missed. Colleen had blossomed from Rob’s attention, his acceptance…his love.
 
   Finally after a week in Louisville, Rob had taken Kelly back to his log cabin and made love to her as if he couldn’t get enough of her either. He insisted she move in. Grace’s sad, little house was left vacant for a while until Rachel came up from North Carolina for a visit and talked them into turning it into a bed and breakfast. After remodeling it, Rob hired Tara and Courtney’s mother to run it, giving the single mother a job that left her plenty of time for her children.
 
   In October, Rob had taken Kelly to Gatlinburg. Amid the falling leaves and roaring mountain streams, they were married, for better or worse, richer or poorer.
 
   They had their ups and downs, oh yes. Who wouldn’t? Two people, strangers really, trying to mesh their single lives into a workable union.
 
   But it was working in a most beautiful way. And Kelly’s life had changed dramatically. She now volunteered at the children’s club in the afternoons. She took riding lessons, and Rob bought her a Saddlebred mare of her very own. They traveled, too, flying to Greece and Italy. Rob told her he was finally doing all the things he was always too busy to do.
 
   Yes, life was so much better today.
 
   Kelly exhaled a long sigh of contentment and gave Rob’s arm another squeeze. A year ago, she would never have believed creating a new life could be so easy. All she had to do was find Rob again.
 
   Finding Rob caused her to truly find herself.
 
   “Here he comes!”
 
   Rob and Kelly jumped to their feet.
 
   Daniel strode into the waiting room, a smile the length of a football field spreading across his face. He pulled a blue ball cap from behind his back and placed it firmly on his head. His mother took a step forward.
 
   “It’s a boy!” Daniel shouted. “I’m a father at last!”
 
   As the rest of the family cheered and crowded around Daniel for details, Rob looked down at Kelly and smiled. “It took me a long time to become a father,” he said. “Something tells me being a grandfather will be just as special.”
 
   Kelly threw her arms around Rob and kissed him hard on the lips. “And this time, we’ll be grandparents together.”
 
   “A last.” Rob hugged her tight. “Together, a family at last.”
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   Jan Scarbrough
 
    
 
   I’ve dreamed of being a writer since I reported on freelance writing for a career project in the ninth grade. After majoring in English at Western Kentucky University, I taught high school English for five years. Since 1982 I’ve made my living as a writer—a technical writer—but I didn’t have the nerve to make my dream come true until after a life-threatening illness in 1988.
 
   I’ve enjoyed my process of becoming a published author. A member of the Romance Writers of America, I’ve been active in my local Kentucky RWA chapter and am a member of Novelists Inc. My best friends are fellow writers. Who else will check a point plot for me or understand GMC and POV?
 
    
 
   I live in Louisville, Kentucky, along with two dogs and four cats. I enjoy taking riding lessons on the American Saddlebred Horse. I’m a member of the American Saddlebred Horse Association.
 
   I volunteer at The Luci Center, a non-profit 501c3 organization located in Shelbyville Kentucky providing therapeutic riding and hippotherapy for individuals with disabilities.
 
    
 
   Believe me. Dreams do come true! On January 2, 2000, I married Bill, my soul mate.
 
   Thanks to everyone who has read and enjoyed my books and a special thanks to my many writing buddies who have made the last years the best years of my life!
 
    
 
   Learn more about Jan and her books by visiting her web site, at www.janscarbrough.com
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   MY BROTHER’S WEDDING
 
   Jennifer Anderson
 
    
 
   Allison Daughtry is catapulted into a past life when she returns to her childhood home to attend her brother’s wedding. Bombarded with memories of a night she’d shared with Ryan Johnson, her reason for leaving and forever crush, she attempts to navigate her feelings while maintaining a fake romantic relationship with her best friend. Complicated emotions surface and Allison struggles to remember what’s real.
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   “Tell me about the cute town you come from again,” George asked poking his index finger into Allison’s side.
 
   “Stop.”
 
   Allison peeked at her guest over her dark cat framed sunglasses. Empty corn and soybean fields blurred past. He rested his stubbled chin atop clasped hands. His bright blue eyes carefully concealed behind the dark tint of his glasses. A smile tugged her lips imagining George fluttering his lashes at her waiting to hear about Valley.
 
   “I’m waiting Ms. Daughtry.” He tapped a finger to his chin. She needed to answer because George had a tendency to become annoying like poking her sides.
 
   She hated to tell him his appearance didn’t scream thinker or detective. His cuteness might work on some but she didn’t fall within his reach. His charms worked more on the male species and females who weren’t aware of his membership to the other team.
 
   “There’s not much to tell. Valley is Valley. Small town just outside of St. Louis. Highways and byways, rivers and parks.”
 
   “And this is where your family lives?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “And where your brother is getting married?”
 
   Another nod.
 
   George faced forward toward the black pavement.
 
   As the little car crested a hill, the faint outline of the St. Louis Arch and building tops rested above the road. Allison gripped the leather steering wheel as her next words rolled around on her tongue. She looked at George and then back at the windshield.
 
   “It’s nice of your family to let me stay with them. I mean,” he leaned to the left across the center armrest, “just between us, I’ve always been afraid to travel south. What with all the hatred and lynch mobs.”
 
   Her vision of the road blinked in and out of focus playing back George’s confession.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Oh you know that the south is known for being haters to those not pure and white.”
 
   “George. First off, you’re Caucasian. Second, St. Louis is not considered The South. It’s only five hours away from Chicago. And they did away with lynch mobs a long time ago and besides, that happened in places like Mississippi, not Missouri.”
 
   “Yes, but Chicago has more free thinkers.”
 
   “St. Louis hosts its own Pride Day festival.”
 
   “Well,” he pushed off the armrest, placing his folded hands in his lap, “we’ll just have to see about that.”
 
   A few seconds of silence floated between the road trippers. Since they’d left Chicago, George filled lulls in their conversations with commentary. “What kind of food will be at the wedding? Buffett? Sit down? Chicken? Beef?”
 
   “Um, I’m not sure.”
 
   “What? Aren’t you in the wedding? Shouldn’t you know these things?”
 
   “I don’t know. It’s only the second time I’ve been part of a wedding party. And besides, it’s my brother. I didn’t get an invite.”
 
   “You’re parents do know I’m coming, right?”
 
   Allison’s face burned beneath his steady gaze.
 
   “Yes.” The city skyline moved closer. Her left foot tapped against the floorboard. Dampness gathered beneath her hands squeezing the wheel. “Um, before we get there, I should probably tell you something.”
 
   She glanced in her rearview mirror. A Chicago city limit sign was five hours behind the car.
 
   “Allison?” His voice sent a small line of sweat to form on her forehead.
 
   “It’s not bad”
 
   “Just spit it out.”
 
   George turned forty-five degrees in his seat. Her long brown ponytail smacked against her check when she turned to look his way and back to the road.
 
   “My parent’s know I’m bringing you and they know we work together but they…”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “They think you’re coming as my date.”
 
   “Uh huh.”
 
   “As in my boyfriend.”
 
   “What!”
 
   ****
 
   The only sound filling the air around George and Allison were the clicking of her heels against the driveway. He hadn’t uttered a word since they crossed the state line. Allison feared her plus one was shocked into silence.
 
   Allison’s mother waited inside the cover of the garage with a dish towel flung over her shoulder. Typical mom pose. She smiled, waived and wrung the white piece of cloth several times before Allison and George exited the car.
 
   “Oh, Allison, honey. I’m so glad you’re home.” She wrapped her arms around her daughter, locking her against her body.
 
   She released Allison, grabbed her hand and pulled her inside.
 
   “Mom, this is George. George, my mother.” The three didn’t pause for additional introductions, keeping pace with Allison’s mom as she led them into the house.
 
   “Nice to finally meet you George. I have to tell you, we were starting to worry about this one.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, too, Mrs. Daughtry. And don’t worry. I don’t think you have anything to worry about with Allison. She’s not gay or anything.”
 
   Allison noted the playful tone in George’s voice and rolled her eyes, thankful her mother’s focus remained on the path into the house.
 
   “Yes, yes. Anyway, Allison. Your grandmother is so excited to be sharing your old room this week. She said she feels like a teenager again. Can you imagine?”
 
   “Are you serious?” Allison barked. Her fists planted firmly against her hips, waiting for her mother’s explanation. She wanted to tap her foot in frustration but noticing the new tiled floors, she was sure her mother would make some comment about scratches. In fact, as she glanced around her childhood kitchen, she saw the room had transformed since the last time she’d been home.
 
   “Allison, don’t take that tone with me. I’m still your mother no matter how old you are.” Her mother looked up briefly, running a damp rag across the counter. Clanking dishes and scraping forks carried from the dining room. “Besides, she might be older but she’s not an invalid. Your Grandmother can take care of herself. Heck, she lives alone in Florida.”
 
   “It’s a retirement community,” Allison added.
 
   “Logistics.” Her mother waived the dishtowel in her daughter’s direction.
 
   “Regardless. My old room is small. And the bed is only a queen.”
 
   “You’re a skinny girl. You’ll be fine.” Mrs. Daughtry patted her daughter’s hand before she continued with her clean up.
 
   “Why can’t George and I share a room?” Allison pleaded.
 
   “I did not raise you like that and I won’t start now. You can do whatever you want in Chicago, but under my roof, you’ll not be sharing a room or bed with…a man unless you’re married.” Her mother’s words choked as she finished her sentence. “So, Grandma will bunk with you and George,” she waved a hand in his direction pulling a brief smile across his face, “will take Audrey’s old room.”
 
   Her mother turned away from Allison, allowing her a minute to shoot George a pleading smile. She owed him big time when they returned to Chicago.
 
   “Thank you for your hospitality, Mrs. Daughtry. But I can stay at a hotel if needed.” George stepped forward, keeping his arms resting at his side.
 
   Allison moved forward to the phone hanging on the wall, poised to dial information for the number of the closest hotel. Heck, if George was going to stay away from the house, she might as well join him, allowing her grandmother freedom to use her childhood bedroom.
 
   “Nonsense. You won’t find a hotel room. They’re all sold out. What with the wedding and an…alternative lifestyle convention in town. All the rooms are taken.”
 
   “What?” Allison said clicking the phone off.
 
   “The rooms are all booked.”
 
   “No, I heard that part. What did you say before that?”
 
   Allison’s mom shut off the water, dried her hands on the towel flung over her shoulder and turned in her daughter’s direction. “There’s a…gay convention or something in town and they took up all the other rooms.”
 
   A laugh fought to free itself from Allison’s lips, pulling a smile with it. Her mother tried to come off nonchalant when she said the word gay. God bless her mother, she thought. Watching her struggle with topics such as sexuality, not only brought a blush to her cheeks but a stutter in her words.
 
   Allison shot a glance at George. His face showed the same reaction before he was interrupted. A large framed body, decked out in a white button up with the sleeves cuffed at the elbows stepped through the beige archway of the kitchen. A set of wooden swinging doors creaked settling back into their original closed position.
 
   “Oh, goody. Will there be a parade?” A deeper voice announced.
 
   Adam. Her little brother. Without skipping a beat, she closed the short distance between them and threw her arms around his neck. He returned her embrace, giving her midsection a squeeze.
 
   “Did you just get here?”
 
   “Yeah. Sarah and I were running a little late. We both needed to wrap a few loose ends up at work since we’ll be off for the next two weeks.” Adam sat Allison back down on the floor but kept her close. Unlike with their older sister Audrey, the relationship between Adam and Allison remained close. More like best buddies. They were only eleven months apart in age often causing people to confuse them for twins.
 
   Adam pulled his sister into another hug, this time leaving her feet on the ground. “Man, I’ve missed you.”
 
   “Me, too.” Home, she thought. Her brother smelled of home. Ivory soap and a light musk scent. She couldn’t count how many times they’d curled up on the couch and talked about their days. Growing up together made adolescence easier to deal with.
 
   “Adam, this is George Fitzepatrick. He’s my…”
 
   “Boyfriend.” George stepped forward and thrust his hand in Adam’s direction.
 
   Adam looked back at Allison’s guilty smile. “A boyfriend? I didn’t know you were seeing anyone.”
 
   “Yeah,” Allison replied, fighting to find better words. She stepped back from her brother’s hold, feeling his arm fall from her shoulders. “Surprise. Your sister is dating someone.” She shrugged hoping he’d interrogate her later.
 
   “Since we work together, we’ve kept our relationship a secret. Although, now that we’ve both taken off at the same time, I’m sure everyone will know,” George offered.
 
   Allison was grateful for George’s quick words. She hadn’t rehearsed her part well. In fact, she arrived in St. Louis unprepared for any sort of questioning about her relationship with George. Rooky move on her part. Her mother listed off questions when she called a few weeks prior to announce her plus one. Then, Allison offered simple, short answers not giving up many details. She’d hoped her mother relayed her answers to Adam. Obviously not.
 
   Adam released George’s hand and looked back over his shoulder at his sister. Allison swore his eyes reflected hurt. She couldn’t risk telling Adam the truth. She needed to get through the week and George, her pretend boyfriend, was the only way. Once she was safely sitting in her lonely apartment in Chicago, she’d confess to her brother. She’d tell him how George was her only friend in Chicago. That her long hours at work kept her out of the dating scene and the highlight of her day was sharing lunch with a hot guy who couldn’t careless how she looked naked. She’d also add how George preferred, rather insisted, on dating men.
 
   Mrs. Daughtry shook her towel at the small group forming in her kitchen. “You three go sit down and I will make you a plate.” Her mother moved to the stove and stopped. “Where’s Sarah? I’m sure she’s hungry, too.”
 
   “She got dragged into the dining room by Crazy Aunt Phyliss. Something about wedding hair or I don’t know. Girl stuff.”
 
   “You just left her alone with those people.” Allison stared at her brother in disbelief and concern.
 
   “Excuse me,” their mother interrupted. “Those people are family.”
 
   “Yes, Mom, but they’re crazy.” Allison turned back to her brother. “You have to save her.”
 
   Adam waived at his sister. “Nah. She’s tough. Plus, she likes them all, for some reason.”
 
   Allison gagged. “Maybe you should get her checked out. She’s sounds like she’s getting a little nutty. You don’t want to have babies with a nut job.”
 
   “That’s enough you two. Now,” Mrs. Daughtry grabbed her son’s arm and pulled him toward the small kitchen table. “Sit, eat and I’ll bring Sarah a plate.” Their mom slid plates in front of Allison and George loaded with steaming beef, potatoes and carrots. “There’s plenty on the stove.”
 
   “Yes mom,” they both offered.
 
   Adam hunched over his plate with both elbows rested at his side. Allison snuck a peek at George and watched him push the food around with his fork. His usual lunch consisted of a diet soda, salad or a piece of fruit. In fact, her lunch had consisted of mainly the same due to the limited funds and lack of time to eat.
 
   George caught her watching, smiled and shoved a piece of roast in his mouth.
 
   After fifteen minutes of being hunched over a plate, Adam sat back, rubbed his belly and grunted in approval. “Mmm. Good.”
 
   “What’s good?” A new voice asked from the kitchen door.
 
   Almost in slow motion, Allison turned her head, sending her ponytail flying. Her eyes began their feast. Dark jeans sat low on a slim waste followed by a pale blue button-up shirt with a v of a white T-shirt winking at her. His teeth almost shined like a prince in a cartoon with a sparkle from the track lighting fixture dancing in his dark eyes. A hand ran through the slight curl in his brown hair, tousling the locks before they fell against his temples.
 
   A gasp escaped her lips.
 
   Ryan Johnson.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   “Allison? Is that you?” His voice danced along her skin. Her lashes fluttered as her name fell from his soft, plump lips.
 
   He closed the distance between where she sat at the table and the doorway. Without allowing her a second to stand on her own, Ryan scooped her up from the chair into a hug.
 
   Allison’s eyes eased shut as she breathed in deep. If her brother smelled like home, then Ryan smelled of sexy men and nasty thoughts.
 
   Her arms didn’t reach the wide circumference of his shoulders as his doubled around her waist lifting her from the floor. The pleasurable squeeze released a squeak. A memory from six years prior rushed her, causing heat to flood her cheeks. She wondered if he remembered. She’d never forget the simple gesture. A gesture she replayed for the past six years.
 
   Sooner than she wanted, he set her down on her feet, releasing his hold on her body. She stumbled but regained her composure before anybody, she hoped, noticed. Warmth radiated from her face and she wondered if she looked feverish.
 
   “Ryan. Ryan Johnson.” Allison stated. His name melted like chocolate in her mouth. In high school, she’d practiced greeting him in her mirror. Her gaze would linger a second after she’d say hello, revealing her intentions. Or whatever the latest Cosmopolitan magazine explained. A copy she snuck from her mother’s bedroom while she was out grocery shopping.
 
   Despite all her preening in the mirror, she never practiced the goofy, long lost girl from high school red faced smile.
 
   “It’s so good to see you.” Her hands itched to wrap around his body again.
 
   “Ryan. Man. Grab a plate before Mom’s food is all gone,” Adam offered between bites of his second helping. She wondered how long she and Ryan hugged.
 
   “I will, but first…I don’t think we’ve met.” He offered his hand to George.
 
   Allison stared at Ryan. When she woke from another fantasy from high school, she noticed two sets of eyes turned her way. She blinked a few times and looked from face to face and back to Ryan’s turned body.
 
   “Oh. That’s me. My bad,” she stammered. “Ryan, this is George. He’s my…”
 
   “Boyfriend from Chicago,” Adam chimed in. “They work together too. Blah, blah. Now grab a plate.” Her brother resumed his scarfing of beef and potatoes.
 
   “Well, George the boyfriend from Chicago and work, nice to meet you. I’m Ryan Johnson. An old friend from high school.” He glanced over his shoulder, offering Allison a wink.
 
   The guys shook hands. Allison’s eyes focused on George. A seventy-five watt smile remained plastered on his face when he greeted Ryan. George’s eyebrow twitched; a move she’d seen when an idea occurred to him. Instead of asking him in front of the guys, Allison stashed her question away.
 
   They let their hands fall away allowing George to sit and Ryan to pass by Allison on his way to the stove. Their eyes met for a millisecond, but later when she’d retell the story, she’d swear time stood still. Dark brown eyes held her gaze, melting her knees into a puddle of goo. She grabbed the back of her chair for support, pulling her eyes to the floor. When he passed, she pulled in a quiet deep breath of his sexy scent before she fell back into her chair. Suddenly, her mother’s food held little of her attention.
 
   Once Ryan returned with his own plate, Allison decided she was done. She couldn’t eat in front of him in her current state. She pushed back from the table, grabbed her brother’s empty plate along with hers and walked to the sink. “I’ll help you…dear,” George said, rising from his seat.
 
   The couple was side-by-side at the sink. George grabbed the plates from Allison’s hands and flipped the water faucet on. He leaned close to his friend’s ear and said, “Yummy.” Thankfully his words were covered by the rushing sound of hot water showering dirty plates.
 
   “Sshh.”
 
   “How come this is the first time I’m hearing that beautiful man’s name?”
 
   “There’s not much to tell,” Allison whispered. She pushed George with a hip bump, leaving room to open the dishwasher. Eyes burned the back of her neck as she placed each plate into the wire slots. With the silverware thoroughly rinsed and standing tall in their plastic basket, Allison gave up her busy charade, closed the appliance door and looked toward her gay pretend boyfriend. “Besides, now is not the time, dear.”
 
   “Hey, you two want to sit outside and have a few beers?” Adam asked. He nodded at the red cooler sitting by the back door.
 
   “Sure,” George answered. He wrapped an arm around Allison, pulled her close and whispered by her ear, “Beers on the back deck. This is so Midwestern.”
 
   “Smart ass.” She pulled from his hold, lifted the lid of the cooler, and plunged her hand into a mountain of icy water. Four amber colored beer bottles hung in her hands. Water dripped from the sides leaving a small drop on the tile floor. Allison could almost taste the light wheat flavor with a hint of orange. She wasn’t much of a beer drinker, usually passing up the carb drink for a glass of Shiraz or pinot. But when Allison was with her brother, he brought out the more casual side of her. Opting for wings, beers and belching as opposed to cheese, wine and polite conversation.
 
   “Come on.” Adam offered. “Let’s go outside and drink these before they get warm.” He held open the back door, allowing each member of their tiny party to pass.
 
   Allison followed her brother. The chill in the air brought to mind fall nights sitting around a fire pit snuggled beneath blankets as the heat from the flames kissed her cheeks.
 
   Adam and Allison picked a couple of chairs at the far end of the pool. Green plastic covered the pool water beneath. The lounge chairs were cool. She pulled her long sleeves around her hand and grabbed her beer, shielding her hand from the chill.
 
   “How was the drive in?” Adam asked. He tipped the dark colored bottle back, draining the liquid from within. He pulled a smaller cooler out from beneath his chair. Inside, bottles and cans rested in a bed of ice. Adam stuck his empty bottle within and grabbed out a fresh one.
 
   “Not too bad. It’s only about six hours and we left late enough to miss the morning rush.” Allison took another drink from her bottle and stared out across the covered pool. “We’ve had some good times out here.”
 
   “I was just thinking the same thing. Remember when we’d come back from a game or a party and we’d tell mom and dad we were just going to hang out by the pool alone? Only we weren’t that alone.” Adam chuckled and nodded toward his high school friend.
 
   Allison dipped her head, hoping to hide the blush spreading across her cheeks. Memories of warm nights, cool water and exposed skin flooded her head. Those were the nights she’d sneak off to her room, brush her hair, and practice smiling at herself while her brother, Ryan and Sarah splashed around in the pool. Once she’d return, she’d see Ryan emerging from the water, causing her to forget which smile made her look seductive.
 
   Allison couldn’t count the times she and Adam snuck boys and girls into their yard late in the night. The only problem was Allison fawned all over Ryan, waiting for him to notice her when Adam and Sarah made out in the pool. Neither were fond memories.
 
   “I’m sure mom and dad knew,” Allison said.
 
   “You think?”
 
   “Of course. I mean, I’d like to think they didn’t but come on. It wasn’t like we were quiet and I’m sure the neighbors said something.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “What?” Allison asked before finishing off her beer. Her brother held out another before she set the empty bottle down.
 
   “I thought I had stealth ninja skills when it came to sneaking around and now, after all these years to find out I was just average. Well, I’m feeling a little sad.”
 
   “Ninja skills? You? Ha!” Allison yelped trying to imagine her brother dressed in all black, prowling around the house with his girlfriend following.
 
   “Don’t laugh. If I didn’t make it as an accountant, I was planning to enroll in a dojo somewhere to begin a life of karate.”
 
   A spray of beer flew from Allison’s lips before she let loose on a belly-rolling laugh. These were the moments she cherished with her brother. These were the times missing from her life in Chicago.
 
   “Man. I’ve really missed you Adam.”
 
   “Me too, sis.”
 
   They stared at each other and smiled. In the shadows of the evening, his eyes were shaded, but she knew the depth of his brown eyes with flecks of gold. They mirrored hers unlike their sister Audrey, whose were hazel green.
 
   “Well, I hate to eat, drink and run but I’ve got a busy day tomorrow. Sorry I can’t stay longer.” Ryan rose from his seat, drained his beer and handed the empty bottle to Adam. “Dude. We still on for tomorrow?”
 
   “Yeah, just come by whenever. I’ll be here.” The two guys shook and pulled each other into a guy back pat hug.
 
   “Will do.” Ryan turned to George. “George, it’s great to meet you. I’ll see you later.” Instead of a back pat, the guys shook.
 
   Nervous energy danced along her skin. She set her beer on a side table, rubbed her damp palms along her jean-clad legs.
 
   Ryan stepped in front of Allison, blocking her view of the other guys. He placed his hands on her arms, pulling her slightly to him. “It was really good seeing you again. We’ll have to talk more later.”
 
   For the second time that night, a hug she dreamed about for six years ended too soon.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   She’d made the climb up the wooden staircase countless times. Yet, the weight of her current visit made the trip feel more like mountain climbing. The beers helped her mood but it wasn’t helping her get to her room any faster.
 
   Down the hall on her right, she pushed open the newly painted door and stepped into her past. The purple duvet with embroidered butterflies spread across the bed. She flipped a switch, causing a small lamp on the nightstand to illuminate the bedroom. A cast of shadows stretched across the walls, which held more memories of her past. Allison glanced around her room. Bulletin boards chocked full of photos, doodles and paraphernalia from high school hung in neat rows. She tucked the white sheer curtains behind wrought iron holders adorning the double window along the far wall. Making her way back to the door, she ran a tentative finger along her dresser finding discarded ribbons, streamers and even her old pom-poms.
 
   Allison pulled her suitcase in behind her and rolled it to the closet. Curiosity getting the better of her, she pushed aside the door, flipped the light switch and peeked inside. Hanging in neat rows were billowed fabrics in a rainbow of colors from every dance she ever attended. Visions of long nights dancing before discarding her shoes; after parties and morning after breakfasts at a diner downtown rushed back to her.
 
   Her hand rested along the stream of fabrics, feeling the differences in each. Her mom hadn’t changed a thing since she’d left for college.
 
   Allison’s lettermen’s jacket stared back at her from the closet, forcing her to remember more of her past. And Adam was a big part of her time in high school. He was her other half when they were younger. They shared friends, Friday nights and early mornings sneaking back into the house. In high school she knew Adam and Sarah would marry, have two point five kids and live within a short drive from their parents.
 
   Allison stepped from the confines of the closet, turned the light off and shut away part of her past with a click. Four light yellow walls surrounded her. Pictures of growing up in Valley, a small suburb of St. Louis. A town cut off from the fast-paced city life by a river and two intersecting highways. Valley held onto a little town mentality but was close enough downtown to stay mainstream.
 
   “Cute room, although, it’s not my thing.” George rested inside the doorway. A black suitcase at his side. He’d toned down his normal flamboyant phrases so far and wondered if he’d done the same with his wardrobe for the remainder of the week. Allison and George spent every day together and she became accustomed to seeing him in pristine pressed slacks, starch shirts and vibrant ties. When they went out for the occasional drink, he spiced things up with a loud print button up and skinny jeans. She wasn’t sure if his closet contained anything but nice clothes.
 
   “Looks like my mom hasn’t done much redecorating on this level of the house.”
 
   She followed George’s line of sight as he took in every inch of her room. She felt exposed when he pushed from his resting spot and began inspecting her décor closer. The only boy, besides her father, she’d allowed in her bedroom was Adam and he didn’t count.
 
   His fingers glided over books and photo frames. He pulled a few dresser drawers open. When he paused and reached his hand into her top desk drawer, heat crawled along her neck. Her high school yearbook.
 
   She flew across the beige carpet, causing a shock of static when she reached out and grabbed George’s arm.
 
   “Owe. What the hell?” He snapped the book to his chest. He switched it to his other hand and examined his injured appendage before raising a perfectly plucked brow at her.
 
   “Sorry but you can’t read that.” She grabbed for the book only to come up empty handed. George stretched his arms above his head forcing Allison to swat her hands at what he held. “George. Not fair. You’re like ten feet tall.” She jumped again forcing a grunt.
 
   “I wish. Try more like six five, six six tops.” With his feet planted firm to the floor and his arms raised, he held the book open as he began to read the first couple of pages.
 
   “Stop, please.” She begged.
 
   “What, are we not close enough to share pictures of you during your awkward adolescent years while you maneuvered high school in an ever changing female body?”
 
   “I’d like to know the answer to that question as well.”
 
   Allison turned. Her father and grandmother waited to enter the bedroom. The petite woman wore a fuchsia dress, bringing out the darkness in her eyes, black heels and a white patent leather purse hung from her forearm.
 
   “Grandma,” Allison stepped closer and pulled the woman into a hug. Her head rested above the elderly woman’s but neither seemed to mind. “And Daddy.” She pulled an arm free, reaching out to him. Her father had aged more than she expected. Over the course of a year, what started out as a few salt and pepper strands grew to his entire head. The lines around his eyes depended but his smile remained the same.
 
   “Did you just get in?” Her father placed a suitcase atop the purple bed. In his other arm, he carried a matching carry-on bag and two totes. Allison glanced at her lonely suitcase and wondered what her grandmother possibly needed for the week.
 
   “No.” Allison looked over her shoulder at George. He’d lowered his arms and from her vantage point, nothing appeared in his hands. “George and I arrived a bit ago. We ate and had a drink with Adam.”
 
   “And Ryan,” her fake boyfriend offered.
 
   “Oh, that Ryan is a nice fella. Polite, too.” Grandma Daughtry removed her purse, setting it on top of the bed along with her other pieces of luggage. “So, now tell me, young man.” She stepped up to George, forcing him to look down at her. “How much do you like our Allison? Personally, I think she’s cream cheese icing on a strawberry cake but I might be a little biased.”
 
   George winked at Allison, whose face turned a light shade of pink. What was her problem, she wondered. “Oh, I just adore this one.” He moved closer, wrapped a long arm around Allison’s shoulders and planted a kiss on her head.
 
   She snuggled in close to George and offered a smile. “Oh honey,” she patted his chest, feeling the firmness of his muscles beneath, “you say the sweetest things.”
 
   “Well, now that I’ve done my job, I’ll leave you lovely ladies to yourself.” Allison’s father leaned in, hugged his daughter to his chest and placed a kiss on her head. “Good night and I’ll see you tomorrow. George. I’ll show you to your room.”
 
   “Great, but I forgot tip money.” His megawatt smile lit up her room and Allison couldn’t help but replicate.
 
   “No worries. As long as you take care of my Alli, we are all squared away.”
 
   George wrapped an arm around Allison and dipped his head closer to her face. He placed a soft kiss to her cheek before releasing her. “I’ll see you in the morning, pumpkin.” He tapped her nose, grabbed his rolling suitcase and followed Mr. Daughtry from the bedroom. Tucked into his pants, Allison noticed a red and white book sticking out. As if he sensed her looking at him, George looked over his shoulder and winked again. “Allison, are you checking me out? I swear, Mr. Daughtry, I can’t take her anywhere.”
 
   When the two men were out of sight, Allison’s grandmother moved next to her. “I don’t blame you, dear. He does have a nice heinie.”
 
   With wide eyes and her mouth hanging open, Allison looked over at her grandmother and stared.
 
   The bed sagged a touch when her grandmother sat down. Her hands folded in her lap and she looked up at her granddaughter. “Close your mouth dear. It’s unlady like.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   “Your boyfriend seems…nice.” He dragged out the word.
 
   “Why do you say it like that?” Allison snapped. She gripped the ceramic mug, reveling in the warmth kissing her palms.
 
   The white lace kitchen curtain blocked a clear view of the back yard but did nothing to discourage the sun pouring through heating the room. The housed filled with the pleasant aromas of coffee, baked pastries and cooked breakfast meats. Her mother knew the way to anyone’s stomach.
 
   “No reason. He just seems a little pretty.” Adam shrugged. Pleased with his assessment, he took a drink from his own mug.
 
   “So he cares about his appearance. I actually like that in a man.”
 
   Her brother’s smile revealed nothing of his thoughts. “Looking nice and caring about your appearance is one thing. But filling the bathroom with four different kinds of hair product and facial stuff is another. I looked at one bottle and couldn’t even pronounce half the crap in it. And who wants to smell like tea tree oil?”
 
   “Nosey. Besides, what were you doing in his room?” Allison threw a wadded paper towel at her brother.
 
   “I needed to grab more towels from the closet. I couldn’t help but take in the beauty counter show.” He shoved a piece of cinnamon roll in his mouth before continuing. “So how’s the job and promotion?”
 
   Allison waved her hand at her brother. “Sshh.”
 
   “What?” He whispered.
 
   She glanced over his head, making sure no one stood outside the doorway. She leaned over her mug. “I didn’t get the promotion.”
 
   “But you told Mom and Dad you were getting promoted after some big presentation you came up with.”
 
   Allison sat back in her chair, pulling her hands to her lap. She picked at a rough piece of skin along the side of her finger as she mulled over her explanation. The advertising company she joined out of college sat on the tenth floor of a high rise on Michigan Avenue. She’d interned for the firm before she graduated, hoping her familiarity with the company guaranteed a fast track to promotions and an assistant to go along with her sparse office she landed only because some left the company. What she didn’t take into account during her quest for domination were the other executives waiting their turn.
 
   “It’s true, I came up with the final ad concept for this huge soft drink company, which I can’t tell you yet because paperwork still has to be signed. And I was all ready to move up. I even went out and bought a new pair of heels to celebrate. Little did I know that Bob Smith, another team member, had the same plan. Except he’d been there longer than me. Like five years longer.” She pulled herself forward and enjoyed a sip from her steaming mug. The smooth taste of vanilla creamer didn’t ease the lump forming in her throat when she thought about how foolish she felt during the staff meeting. “They pulled us all into a conference room and stated they had some big news. Not only did we land the account but someone was getting promoted.” Her fingers fidgeted with the handle on her mug, tapping along the curved ceramic. Her feet soon followed the same pattern thinking about what happened next. “I got really excited. I mean, to be acknowledged for my hard work and being only out of college for two years is huge.”
 
   “What did you do?”
 
   “I was standing in the back of the room because all the chairs had been taken. The president was going on and on about how they nailed the account due to the efforts of one person. How this one person shows drive and determination. How this one person stays late and comes in early. All traits I thought described me. As he’s speaking, I began to push my way to the front of the group. I get to the front with a final push next to the president and he says ‘I’m proud to announce Bob Smith is our new Account Executive’.”
 
   Adam’s jaw dropped adding to the churning in Allison’s stomach. The mixture of coffee and sausage bubbled, fighting to come back up as she relived the embarrassment.
 
   “What did you do?” Shock registered in the roundness of his eyes, as he held a fork full of eggs close to his mouth.
 
   She swallowed, pushing aside the burning. Heat flooded her cheeks again. Words escaped her.
 
   “She jumped in front of Bob and threw her arms around him followed by a “woo girl” scream.” George stood against the kitchen door frame. His normally golden blonde hair appeared a dishwater color from his recent shower. He wore a pair of dark jeans and a blue oxford button up. In socks, he padded over to the coffee pot and poured a steaming cup. “I’ve got to hand it to your sister. She’s quick on her toes. Bob had no idea what hit him…literally. But like any hot blooded guy, he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed.”
 
   “Yeah, it was kind of creepy. I mean, he’s like dad’s age. Or maybe not that old but older.”
 
   “You had no problem with that?” Adam asked. His fork, which had been frozen as Allison relayed her story, continued its forward motion. Instead of staring at his sister, he bore holes in George leaning casually against the counter.
 
   “With what? Your sister getting a promotion?” Allison watched George hold his mug in both hands. He blew across the black liquid inside. She wanted to tell him to stop and that guys, the ones she knew, didn’t hold their cups of coffee like an archeologist holds the Holy Grail.
 
   “No the hug.”
 
   Blue eyes and blonde hair whipped her way. Unfortunately, she had nothing to offer. They hadn’t laid down any specifics of their day old relationship.
 
   “What could I do? She’s got a mind of her own. Besides, we haven’t told our co-workers yet. Office politics and all.” He waved a hand in the air like he was shooing flies. “Enough work stuff.” George pushed away from the counter, sauntered over to the table and pulled a chair close to Allison before he sat down. “What’s on the agenda today?”
 
   “I have to try on my bride’s maid dress.”
 
   “Me and some of the guys are hitting the driving range, playing a round of golf and then I think we’re coming back here to shoot hoops and chill.”
 
   Allison jumped to the edge of her chair, clapping her hands. “Great. George can tag along with you guys and I’ll meet you all back here later.”
 
   “But…dear…um,” George stuttered.
 
   “No this will be great. Yeah,” she stretched her arms above her head and wiggled her fingers. “I love it when a plan comes together.”
 
   “Um, sure I guess that’ll work. Do you have clubs?” Adam asked pulling out his phone. His fingers tapped around before he stopped and looked up with his eyebrows raised.
 
   “Clubs?”
 
   “He means golf and no. You’ll have to rent some.”
 
   “I don’t play…golf,” George added. A look of fright spread across his face. “I can just come with you, Allison, honey.”
 
   “To the dress shop?” Adam asked. His nose scrunched up like he smelled something bad.
 
   “What? No.” Allison swatted the hand that crept along her arm. “That’s silly.”
 
   “But what if,” George pulled in close to her side, “ya know, we wanna have a few moments…alone.” He waggled his eyebrows at Adam.
 
   “Gross, dude. That’s my sister. And my future wife will be there. Along with my mother. No, you’ll come with us. You can just ride along if you don’t want to play.” Adam’s phone dinged in his hand. “Great. Ryan was able to get us one more person added to our tee time.”
 
   “Ryan.” Allison’s voice rose when she said his name. She sat straighter in her chair.
 
   “Yeah. Ryan’s going. Actually, it was his idea.”
 
   “Oh, yeah right. Psh. I knew that.” She slumped back in her chair acting as if nothing surprised her. “Okay, so, George, you’ll need to change and I need a shower. Adam, I guess I’ll see you later.”
 
   Allison jumped from her seat, grabbed George’s hand and pulled him with her. Half way up the stairs, he tugged on her arm until she stopped. He leaned in close and whispered, “What do I wear to play golf? I’ve never even accidentally watched a match on TV.”
 
   She shook her head. “I don’t know but let’s take a look. I’m sure we can find something. And besides, I’m pretty sure they play rounds of golf, not matches. I think they play matches in tennis.”
 
   “Ooo, I know how to play tennis.”
 
   Allison stared at George for a second before they continued their trip upstairs. Some of the things that came out of his mouth surprised her.
 
   Once inside Audrey’s old bedroom, Allison gasped. Clothes and towels lay across every surface in the room. “What the heck George? We’ve only been here one night and you’ve managed to destroy this entire room.” She pushed the door closed.
 
   George threw himself atop a stack of clothes on the bed. He buried his face and moaned. “What are you doing to me? I’m all nice and pretend to get into your pants and you repay me by making me play…golf with your brother and high school crush.”
 
   “I’m sorry but you’d have no fun with my sister and mom. Besides, it’s not normal for a girl’s boyfriend to come along dress shopping unless they’re like getting married or have kids or something. And how do you know Ryan’s my high school crush?”
 
   “I didn’t but I guessed by the way your face flames red at the mention of his name. If I were man enough, I might take offense.”
 
   “I’m sorry, George. I didn’t mean…”
 
   “Whatever. You owe me. Like huge.” He rolled onto his back, pierced her with his blue eyes. “All right, let’s find me something cute to wear.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   The Bride’s House sat on the corner of Locust and Olive in downtown St. Louis. A drive Allison’s mother said she didn’t want to make but since that’s where the bridesmaid’s dresses were located, as well as the bride’s gown, she had no choice. Allison wasn’t given a choice either when her mother handed over the keys to her older model silver Toyota Corolla. She and her sister Audrey were both in the wedding. Not only did she have to drive her mother but she was also forced to listen to her sister yammer on and on about women at her church. Bless her mom, though. She nodded along the entire thirty-minute trip as if she knew the women her sister spoke of in her stories.
 
   The bridal shop exterior boasted an old world charm most of the historic buildings in downtown held. Faded red brick façade, arched white trimmed windows and scrolled artwork carved into the front of the building. A large black and white metal sign hung vertically from the front of the building. Sun blocking film covered windows showed dim displays of the latest fashions in bridal gowns. The reflective shine bounced back distorted images of Allison, her mother and sister as they approached the front door. Inside, the main show floor was small with racks and racks of gowns in various shades of white, pearl, blush and off-white. Each dress hung waiting for an excited bride to rip through, discovering “the one.”
 
   As soon as they entered the building, Allison and her sister took a number from the front desk attendant. Sarah, her brother’s fiancée, stood off to the side with a small group of friends and family waiting their turn to see a seamstress. Women dressed in white uniforms hustled around with arms full of white. Tulle, taffeta, silk and satin billowed from their hold as they stuffed them past a curtain to a bride waiting in a dressing room. Girls in contrasting pink uniforms walked from each customer offering water. The temperature in the small showroom warmed Allison’s cheeks from the brisk fall air outside.
 
   Milling from group to group were two elderly women. Both were no taller than four feet and both wore black and gold embellished tracksuits. Their identical white blonde locks, teased to a perfect bouffant and then hair sprayed to death bobbed atop their heads. Allison recognized the women from their photos hanging around the entrance of the dress shop. The pictures showcased a variety of years with the sisters wearing coordinating outfits. The one constant was their smile and love of hair products.
 
   “Hello dears,” the first sister said to Allison and her mother.
 
   “How’s our blushing bride this chilly morning,” the other sister said, coming up beside her twin. Her voice, deep and raspy from years of smoking, she assumed. Allison pictured a long dark cigarette hanging between her fingers.
 
   Allison’s mother placed a hand on her daughter’s arm. “Oh no. Not this one.” She leaned in close to the sisters. “She’s a career woman. Although, my fingers are still crossed.”
 
   Allison’s face heated while the three women laughed.
 
   “Oh honey. You need to snag a man when you still got it. You’re not getting any younger.” The first sister said before walking on to the next unsuspecting bridal party. Allison hoped the woman’s comment was meant as a lighthearted gesture. But she couldn’t help bringing a tentative hand to her face and giving a feel along her temple to jaw line in search of wrinkles or laugh line grooves.
 
   “I’ve got a man,” she told their retreating figures. They didn’t need to know the details of her relationship.
 
   Now perfect strangers thought she needed to get a man. She wondered if she wore a pin on her shirt with a picture of her and George together, if women would leave her alone. The only other male in her life in Chicago was her cat but wearing his face on her clothing would make matters worse.
 
   She highly doubted.
 
   Allison removed herself from her mother’s side and wandered over next to Sarah. Her long brown hair rested along her shoulders. A light flush filled her face and Allison knew her coloring wasn’t from the cold but from love. She fit the part of a blushing bride.
 
   “Oh Allison. I’m so glad you were able to do this for us.” Sarah engulfed her future sister-in-law into a hug.
 
   “Me, too,” she said into her shoulder.
 
   “I met George last night. He seems…nice.” She offered a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. “You met at work?”
 
   “Yes, but we haven’t told anybody there. We aren’t sure about office policy.” The girls nodded at each other. Allison noticed the unsure tone in Sarah’s voice, much like her brother’s earlier that morning. “So. Ryan Johnson’s in the wedding. Man, I haven’t seen him since before I left for college.” The night before she left for school stuck with her all four years of school. Heat filled her face again. Damn it. George was right again.
 
   “Yeah. I almost forgot. You two are walking together. I hope that’s okay.”
 
   Allison’s jaw dropped, causing Sarah to step back. “What is it?”
 
   “Nothing. Um. I. Nothing.” Her shoulders sagged as she tried to play off her surprise. She’d be walking with Ryan Johnson.
 
   Once their numbers were called, Sarah’s wedding party and friends filed into a waiting elevator, four at a time. Allison placed a palm against the interior of the box. From what she could tell, it appeared to be the original elevator and the older gentleman sitting on a stool inside could have also been an original staff member responsible for toting blushing brides up and down to their fittings.
 
   Safe and secure on the third floor, Allison gave her name to a staff member who rushed off to retrieve her dress. When she returned with dress in tow, she then ushered Allison into a curtained dressing room, leaving her to her own devices.
 
   Allison removed her clothing and pulled the bridesmaid dress from the black garment bag. Peach fabric billowed onto the floor causing Allison to almost gag. Ugh, she thought. With her busy schedule, she hadn’t taken the time to look the dress up on line before she called in her measurements. Her workload was packed enough, but trying to find time to locate a dress shop to do free measurements in Chicago proved timely. One day, instead of eating lunch, she spent her time running from one end of downtown to the next and back, barely returning before her hour lunch break was over.
 
   She slid the strapless silk and tulle dress up over her average size breasts. The fabric scratched against her bare skin. She wanted to remove the article of clothing and burn it in the nearest fireplace. She couldn’t help but notice the dress reminded her of a gown she used to dress her Barbie in as a child. Missing were the pleather rainbow colored halter style top and plastic necklace.
 
   Running a hand along the sides of her waist, she imagined Ryan’s gentle hands on her. Holding her close as they shared a dance. Wasn’t it customary for the bridal party to dance together?
 
   “Hurry Allison. I want to make sure this blue hair clip matches the dress,” her mother called through the curtain.
 
   Allison’s jaw dropped. She stared at the peach fabric. Heavy weights pushed down on her shoulders.
 
   Blue.
 
   The brass curtain holders rattled along the rod when she flung open the fabric. With the dress on, she emerged from the fitting room to the central area where other wedding party members and her mother waited.
 
   Except she didn’t make it the entire way to the waiting area before a unanimous gasp sounded from everyone.
 
   “Allison. What are you wearing?” Her mother asked, jumping from the seat and moving toward her. Fire crawled across her skin along with her hands, scratching at the itchy fabric.
 
   All the other bridesmaids wore navy blue.
 
   Strapless.
 
   Short and silk with silver kitten heels.
 
   She’d ordered the wrong dress. The wrong dress for her brother’s wedding. Her favorite person in the entire world and she was about to ruin his day.
 
   “Oh Allison. What did you do?” Her mother’s faced matched hers. She stood before her, staring with wide shocked eyes.
 
   “Crap,” she hissed. “I guess they gave me the wrong dress.” Allison looked over her shoulder at the woman who placed her into a fitting room.
 
   Instead of the original seamstress, a new woman dressed in a black suit stepped into Allison’s view. Her black hair pulled tight from her scalp into a small bun at the back of her head. A white name tag with Mable rested below her left shoulder. Her chocolate skin drowned beneath the dark color of her suit. With a fisted palm pushed against a popped hip, she looked at Allison and said, “Excuse me?”
 
   “You gave me the wrong dress.”
 
   “Hello Ms. Allison. I’ve pulled your paperwork and it appears as if you are wearing the dress you ordered.”
 
   “What? But I didn’t order a peach dress.”
 
   “You’re correct. You didn’t specifically order this dress but you did order a dress from this wedding party.”
 
   “Huh?” She wasn’t sure what language this woman was speaking but none of it made any sense.
 
   Mable stepped forward, pulled her glasses to the top of her head and stuck her fisted hand on her hip, again. She held the paperwork in front of her face when she continued. “It seems that when you called in your measurements you stated you were with the Daughtry wedding and not the Henson wedding, which is the wedding party you are actually with.” Her long black lashes fluttered, making her point: Allison was an idiot and she’d ordered the wrong dress. Not the store’s fault.
 
   Allison looked over at Sarah, hoping her face reflected the torment she felt and apology her mouth formed. Would she be thrown out of the wedding for her screw up? She needed George. When she embarrassed herself at work when she hugged Bob, George was the voice of reason. He told her to give the company one more chance to see how amazing she was before turning in her resignation and moving on to something better. Allison wasn’t sure what he’d do with a dress that wasn’t the correct color or style but a part of her wanted to give him a call to see. “Mom?”
 
   Her mom, with more determination then she’d seen in a while, turned to Mable. “What can we do to remedy this situation?”
 
   “Well, I’ll call the factory and overnight the correct dress.” Her tone and eyes directed at Allison.
 
   “Wonderful. Let’s do it. I’ll pay to get the correct dress here.” Her mom turned to Sarah, “You don’t worry your pretty little self about this. We’ll get the right dress and everything will be fine.” She gave her future daughter-in-law a quick hug and followed Mable to what Allison assumed was her office to order the correct dress. A beautiful navy dress, not peach.
 
   Without another word, Allison stumbled back to her dressing room. Inside, she carefully unzipped the peach monstrosity, placed it back on the hanger and enclosed it in the black garment bag. Her legs slid into her jeans as she pulled them up along with her sweater and brown leather flats. After finger combing her hair and smoothing it back into a ponytail holder, she flung the curtain aside and reemerged from the fitting room with the black bag folded over her arm.
 
   Sarah stood outside her room. “It’s okay Allison,” she said rubbing small circles on her back. “We’ll get the correct dress in, make sure it fits and we’ll be fine.”
 
   “I’m so sorry Sarah. I completely messed that up, didn’t I?”
 
   “I can understand. I mean I’ve been around for a while and I’ll be a Daughtry soon enough. I’m glad we decided to come here today and get the dresses looked at. A day later and we might’ve been screwed.”
 
   “How are you so calm about this?”
 
   “Because, it’s just a dress. This wedding is not about a dress but about two people. And I love your brother and no dress can change that. And I love you as a sister, Allison. And a dress won’t change that either.”
 
   “Yes, but it’s your wedding.”
 
   “I know. I’m getting off easy today. You’re the one who now owns a lovely peach froufrou dress, and you’ll have to ride back with your mom and sister and listen to them rag on you about this mistake.”
 
   Allison threw her head back and moaned. “Don’t remind me. How do you deal with my mom? I mean, nothing she says ever seems to bother you.”
 
   “I like your mom. And honestly, I feel the same way about my mother at times. I’m sure one of these days, we’ll have daughters and they will be saying the same thing.”
 
   With the garment bag still folded in her arm, Allison threw her free one around Sarah. “That’s why my brother loves you.”
 
   Allison didn’t mind owning the ugly dress. Her thoughts drifted to how Ryan’s hands would feel on her in the strapless navy blue dress. Instead of scratchy gauze, his hands would glide along the silky dark material.
 
   Being a bridesmaid in her brother’s wedding looked better and better.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “I knew something like this would happen. I just knew it.” Allison’s mother sat in the front seat wringing her hands, repeating the same phrase. After the fifth time, Allison tuned her out and nodded her head, giving the appearance of attention.
 
   She glanced in the rearview mirror at Audrey, who’d chimed in on her mother’s rant a few times. Instead of saying anything, she shook her head. Allison fought the urge to pull the car over and smack the look of embarrassment Audrey wore off her face. After all, she had screwed up but it wasn’t the end of the world. Or so she felt after speaking with Sarah. Who, she reminder her mother, was not freaking out.
 
   Her mother wore a veil of cool, calm and collected around the bridal party but as soon as her butt hit the beige interior of the car, she fell into full on freaky mother mode.
 
   “Allison you work, too much.”
 
   “Mom, its fine. And this has nothing to do with my work. I made a mistake. I now own a peach dress and the blue one is on its way. Hell, Sarah is calm.”
 
   “Don’t cuss.”
 
   “Sorry,” Allison rolled her eyes.
 
   “Yes, but if you didn’t have work on your mind twenty four seven, you might not have made such a mistake.”
 
   Again, she nodded hoping for a change in subject but knowing she’d not be as lucky.
 
   “I agree with mom, Allison. You do work too much. I mean what kind of life is that?”
 
   “Thanks for your two cents Audrey but I need to work to make money in order to live and have things like food, clothing and shelter.” Allison’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Her left foot tapped against the floorboard. The car moved closer and closer to Valley but not fast enough.
 
   “All we’re saying dear is this could have been avoided if your head wasn’t on other things, like work, all the time. Maybe if you allowed yourself to have a little fun or, I don’t know, live a life, you’d be happier.”
 
   “I’m fine Mom. Honestly. Besides, George and I have fun together.” Of course her mother didn’t need to know the details. “I appreciate the concern but I’m good. And the entire situation with the dress worked itself out. No problem. I’ll run back to the dress shop in a few days to make sure it fits and all will be fine. Now, can we please talk about something else?” She glanced out the right side of the car in time to see the Valley city limit sign pop into her view. Wonderful. In a matter of minutes. She’d be free.
 
   “Okay, how about we grab a bite to eat before we head home.” Her mother asked.
 
   “That sounds wonderful. I don’t have to head home for a few hours.” Audrey chimed in.
 
   “Actually, I’m really tired. And George should be home soon. If it’s okay with you two, I’ll skip lunch but promise to make time this week to catch up some more.” She couldn’t help the lie but Allison knew she needed some space from the two women. Besides, avoiding any arguments with her sister kept everyone happy.
 
   “Very well. I’m sure the guys kept him busy this morning so he’ll be exhausted, too.”
 
   Knowing George was following her brother and Ryan around the golf course brought a smile to her face. A look that would eventually morph into laughter at the sight of him. George visited the gym a couple days during the week. Although, anytime they’d have to walk several blocks around Chicago to avoid the death traps they called cabs, he’d complain. She blamed his lack of proper footwear. Secretly, she wondered if he only went to the gym to watch.
 
   After returning home, Allison tromped up the stairs avoiding additional contact with her sister and mom. Allison thought she’d be closer to her sister when they grew up, but a five-year age difference still felt like twenty.
 
   Even if age wasn’t a factor, the two girls had nothing in common. In high school, Audrey was already off to college, focusing on her academics when Allison cheered at football games and hung out with the team afterwards. When Audrey attended high school, she spent most of her time studying or working on student government or the debate team. Her focus remained on school and only hearing stories from her mother when she came home about Allison and Adam having fun.
 
   A small part of Allison hoped someday, when she found herself married with kids, the two could find closeness. For now, their worlds felt years apart.
 
   The clothing she wore to the bridal shop fell to the floor replaced with an old T-shirt and flannel lounge pants. The differences between her and Audrey rattled in the back of her mind. Her sister went from serious about school to her family and sharing time with them. Allison on the other hand lacked any fun in her life, keeping her attention on work.
 
   Remembering the scene her father and grandmother walked in on the previous night, Allison tiptoed down the hall to the spare bedroom. The doorknob turned without making a sound. With her hands on the knob, she tucked a book she’d grabbed from her room under her arm. With her palm against the white door, she eased it open knowing George wasn’t inside but remaining quiet seemed the smart thing to do. The room was still scattered with clothes and shoes. Following a maze of fabric, she maneuvered through the mess picking up discarded items to peer underneath.
 
   Where would he hide her yearbook?
 
   After a few more passes and peeks under covers and clothes, Allison gave up. She’d figure out another way to get her book back.
 
   With a romance novel in hand and socks on her feet, Allison padded down the stairs to the living room. The grandfather clock in the hallway ticked out a steady rhythm breaking up the lack of noise in the house. She hadn’t paid attention to where her sister and mother went for lunch and released a deep breath for her newfound solitude.
 
   Roaming from room to room, all the new additions and upgrades her parents did for the wedding became apparent. For the week, their average Valley home would be on display for a bridal shower and various out of town guests who planned on stopping by to say hello. Besides freshly painted walls, with the scent still lingering, the living room had gained major improvements. A big screen television and new furniture.
 
   The chocolate brown leather on the large sectional was butter soft when Allison ran a hand along the top. The seat bottoms and back sunk in when she plopped down. The scent of leather and vanilla filled the space in the room. Her feet propped atop a square wooden coffee table positioned between the sectional and new TV. Scattered around her socked feet sat an array of remotes, each one with a different brand name inscribed across the bottom. Since her brother was the only one living at home with their parents, he must’ve had a hand in picking out the new electronic monstrosity that covered one entire wall of the living room. Small black speakers hung from the corners of the ceiling and she imagined the room vibrating during a high impact action sequence in any of her brother’s favorite movies.
 
   After analyzing each remote and not really sure which one actually turned the TV on, Allison sat the handful of black objects back on the table, grabbed her book and settled into the supple fabric. She let her lids fall shut and breathed the leather scent deep into her lungs. She loved the smell. Her body relaxed, pulling her lids closed. The soothing tick of the clock pushed her farther and farther to sleep.
 
   ****
 
   The couch dipped, rousing Allison from her much needed nap. The scent of men’s cologne wafted around her.
 
   “Adam?” She rubbed her eyes. Allison stretched her arms over her head and pointed her legs toward the opposite end of the couch. When her toes hit her brother’s leg, she gave him a kick.
 
   “Excuse you,” a voice sounded that wasn’t her brother’s.
 
   Allison pushed off against whoever sat at the end of the couch and righted herself. Upright, she ran a quick hand across her mouth wiping away the spittle and noticed a cushion and a half sat between her and Ryan Johnson. Short dark brown hair pointed out a backwards facing ball cap. A look Allison never liked but on Ryan, she began to appreciate. Broad shoulders covered in a snug three button blue polo shirt begged to be touched.
 
   Her eyes continued their perusal, taking in the man feast before her. When she’d finished a trip down and then back up, locking again on his face, her cheeks warmed.
 
   “Why’d you kick me?”
 
   “Sorry. I was…sleeping and I thought you were Adam.”
 
   “You make a habit of kicking him?” A gleam in his eye mesmerized Allison. They’d spent countless times sitting in her family’s living room when they were younger watching cartoons or movies. Each time made her palms sweat. His proximity made her nervous.
 
   Who was she fooling? His proximity made a pool of goo churn in her belly.
 
   “Um, no.” She flicked the pages of her book. The ruffled sound broke the silence in the room but not the flutters along her skin.
 
   “So, did you guys have fun?”
 
   He grabbed the bill of his hat, pulling it around to the front of his head. “Sure. I think you’re brother won but I don’t have as much time these days to hit a round.”
 
   “Why? Busy social life?” She wasn’t sure what prompted her to ask. Did she really want to know what he did in his spare time? Or was she more concerned with whom he spent his free time with?
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Where’s Adam now?”
 
   “He’s changing to play some basketball and then probably giving Sarah a call.”
 
   “Oh.” Allison’s posture softened, allowing her to turn slightly in Ryan’s direction. “Don’t you need to change?” She hoped when he left to put something more appropriate on for basketball, she’d escape to her room to hide until the wedding. With her face burning hot, she could only imagine the shade of red. Ryan not only prompted wonderful memories but he brought out the high school girl crushing on her brother’s friend. A trait she wasn’t proud to display.
 
   “Naw, I’m good.” His body seemed to inch closer to hers.
 
   Running a list of topics in her head to break up the silence, one came to mind. Something, or someone, she should have asked about sooner popped into her head. “Did George have a good time?”
 
   “Good time? Probably not. Golf doesn’t seem to be his sport.”
 
   Guilt tugged at the side of her mouth, pulling her lip down as she offered an “oops” expression. George was masquerading as her boyfriend and asking about him should have been her number one priority.
 
   The next item on her list probably included not offering him up as a sports fanatic like her brother. Poor guy. She was going to owe him big.
 
   Ryan seemed to fall closer and closer and his pull affected Allison. The cushion dipped, causing her to lean toward Ryan. He licked his lips as his eyes dipped lower. Heat burned against her skin, watching him watch her. Butterflies slam danced in her stomach. Similar images of a night years earlier played in her mind. She wondered if he had the same thoughts. Had he ever wondered what could have been?
 
   Ryan pushed closer. Trusting what was about to happen, she allowed her lids to fall closed. She could almost feel his breath against her face. Mint gum filled the space between them.
 
   “Isn’t that my shirt?”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   Allison tugged at the hem of her shirt, pulling the threadbare material from her body. Her eyes travelled down to the school mascot screen printed on the front and back up to Ryan’s face. She stared and contemplated her response. The shirt was his. Maybe he didn’t remember. Or he did and his remark was his way of bringing up the past.
 
   The moment they shared replayed in her mind over and over again like it had for the past six years.
 
   Ryan’s expression gave nothing away.
 
   “No. I don’t think so.” Allison’s face heated. She wrapped her arms around her midsection to hide the shaking. Her fingers ran along the seam at her side. If he remembered, did it make him jittery inside, she wondered.
 
   “Yes it is.” His grin grew.
 
   “Nope. I think you’re wrong.” Allison firmly stated.
 
   Ryan’s brown eyes glowed, adding more fire to her belly.
 
   His gaze drifted, landing below her ear. His hand moved from its resting spot on the couch to her shoulder. “I can prove this is mine.” Electricity travelled throughout every inch of her body where his finger touched her through the whole in the shirt. She shuddered in response. “My shirt had a hole in it.”
 
   Her tongue tied itself into a knot. Heat in her face intensified with the tingling sensation along her skin. Would he acknowledge how she’d taken possession of the shirt? Part of her craved reenactment while another part of her worried what would happen next.
 
   “Um.” Words didn’t form leaving her with sounds.
 
   “What are you two doing?” Adam walked into the living room wearing a turned backwards cap. His question broke the stare Allison had locked onto Ryan’s face.
 
   “Nothing,” they said in unison. Adam lifted an eyebrow darting his stare between the two.
 
   If Ryan remembered how she obtained the shirt, he wasn’t letting Adam in on their secret. His simple act of mystery caused Allison to develop even more questions and assumptions.
 
   “Whatever.” Adam plopped down on the cushion Allison used to keep space between her and Ryan. He leaned forward, grabbed up a remote from the large selection and pushed a button. She committed to memory which of the five black remotes he grabbed for the next time she wanted to watch TV.
 
   “Listen, man. Can we shoot hoops another day. I’m beat from golf.” Adam pushed back farther into the couch flipping through the channels. One hand on the remote with the other flung up and over the back of the sofa.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Allison rose from her seat, book tucked under her arm. “I’m gonna go up and read. I’ll see you later.”
 
   Focused on sports blaring from the television, neither guy said a word. Each waved a hand overhead as she passed.
 
   Needing someone to digest her Ryan encounter with, Allison took a left at the top of the stairs.
 
   She tapped her knuckles against George’s door. “It’s me. Can I come in?”
 
   The door flew open and her eyes glued to a wet body shot of George wrapped in a towel. She had to admit. He was a nice looking guy with a great body. Too bad, she thought.
 
   “I’ve got to talk to you.” Her shoulder brushed against his as she weaved through the clothes to the bed.
 
   George closed the door and ruffled his blonde hair with a towel. “Yeah, we do need to talk. Golf? Seriously. You sent me out with the men,” George stretched the word longer than needed. “I don’t know how they do it in the straight world, but you do not do that to your gay pretend boyfriend. This body is way too pretty for that type of strenuous activity.” With a towel in one hand, he ran the other up and down as if he was the next prize on The Price Is Right.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about that. Honestly, I thought the round of golf would be mostly driving around on a golf course and having some drinks. And I owe you huge. But the only way I can think to begin to repay you is with a story of my teenage angst.”
 
   “Ooh, this better be good.” George sat down on the bed beside her and crossed his legs. Part of the towel fell to the side, revealing his thigh.
 
   Allison’s hand flew to her eyes. “Um, can you put some clothes on first?”
 
   The bed unsuppressed when he stood. “Fine. When did you become such a prude?” His voice trailed off.
 
   Allison peeked through her fingers and dropped her hand when she didn’t see George in the room. “When we arrived at my childhood home. Now hurry up.”
 
   A few minutes later, George emerged from the bathroom clad in dark jeans, a deconstructed T-shirt and bare feet. Allison suddenly wanted to run to her room and throw on a dress. Her casual sweatpants and old shirt weren’t nice enough for George’s idea of casual wear.
 
   “Okay, I’m ready. Spill.”
 
   Allison jumped from the bed, wringing her hands and creating tracks in the carpet. “Six years ago, the summer before I went to college. Actually, the weekend before I left, my parents went to our lake house with some friends leaving Adam and I home. Audrey tagged along with her fiancé Jack.”
 
   “Boring.” George leaned back on his elbows.
 
   “Shh. I’m setting up the story. Anyway, Adam and I hung out all the time in high school. He played sports and I cheered or watched. We had a lot of the same friends and Valley High isn’t very big so we all knew each other anyway.”
 
   Allison stopped pacing, glanced at George and rolled her eyes. He went from reclining to lying down with his eyes closed.
 
   “We decided to have a few people over when our parents were out. One last hurrah before I left and Adam started his senior year. And of course, Ryan came.”
 
   George’s eyes popped open.
 
   “I’ve always had a huge crush on Ryan. And he’s always been around. He lived down the street. We were in the same grade and he and Adam were super close until they kind of went their separate ways in college.” Allison continued her pacing as she told her story.
 
   “I couldn’t keep my eyes off him that night. I wanted to make a move. I told myself to be brave and throw myself out there and see what happens. I was leaving in a few days for college and if it didn’t work out, I’d never really see him again. But I chickened out.” Allison swallowed analyzing her next words. “Until later that night.”
 
   George sat up, crossed his legs and propped his head atop his hands, which rested against his knees. His blue eyes sparkled. Eager for some juicy details.
 
   “Some people brought beer to the party. I wasn’t a big drinker but figured I was home, what could it hurt? Well, one beer turned into two which turned into three. By midnight, I felt great. And brave. Everybody had left or was about to and Adam and Sarah were off somewhere together. I noticed Ryan had his shirt on like he was ready to leave. Jumping to make the most of my only opportunity, I asked Ryan if he could help me with something up in my room.”
 
   “You little drunken minx.” George’s eyes sparkled.
 
   “Knock it off. Anyway, we get up there, he shuts the door and I freeze. He doesn’t seem to question anything and walks around my room, picking at things on my desk and bookshelves. I watched him, building up my courage. He gets to my stereo and hits play. My Rascal Flats CD croons from my speakers.” Allison swallowed. Her cheeks heated thinking about what happened next. “He turns around and walks towards me. I’m completely tongue-tied, and he asks what I needed him for. And George, he looked so hot. His hair was all messy from being in the pool and I could make out the definition of his muscles beneath his shirt. And his brown eyes were dark and hidden, mysterious in the dim lamp light. So I looked him in the eyes…” She sat down next to George who leaned in close. “I told him I needed him and grabbed the front of his shirt and pulled him to me, evaporating any space and I kissed him.”
 
   “And.” George’s leg bounced shaking the bed.
 
   “And he kissed me back. I mean, kiss, kiss. Like, grab me around the waist and carry me to the bed kiss.”
 
   “Oh my.” George placed a hand in front of his gaping mouth.
 
   “I know. We made out. On. My. Bed. And at some point, his shirt came off and we were rolling around kissing in our swimming suits. Until someone knocked on my door. More specifically, Adam knocked on my door. I’ve never moved so fast. Ryan rolled from my bed and I jumped to stand by my radio. He opens the door and tells Adam that I wanted to show him my new CD.”
 
   “Did he believe you?”
 
   “I think so. I mean, he never asked about it. Adam left with Ryan following sans his T-shirt.” She grabbed the middle of her shirt and pulled it away from his body. “This T-shirt.”
 
   “You did not keep it.”
 
   “Of course I did. I took it with me to college.”
 
   “Aww, that’s kind of sweet in a stalker girl kind of way.” George pulled back, avoiding her playful slap. “So, why this little chit chat now.”
 
   “Ryan’s downstairs.”
 
   “Yeah.” George’s eyebrows sat high on his forehead
 
   “And he saw me. Pointed to my shirt and said it was his.”
 
   “It is his.”
 
   “I know. But do you think he remembers how I got it?”
 
   “How am I supposed to know?”
 
   “That’s why I came up here.”
 
   George left Allison on the bed. He began his turn of making tracks in the carpet as she worked her bottom lip. He tapped a slender finger against his chin. With each turn, he stopped in front of the vanity table mirror and ran his hand through his hair before he’d turn and continued.
 
   “Maybe I’m not the best one to help you figure this out. I think men are just as complicated as women. My personal opinion. I think he remembers. If he said, ‘hey, that looks like my shirt’ and then quickly replied ‘never mind’, then we’d know that he recognized his shirt, forgot how you got it but remembered and didn’t want to talk about it. But his response appears that maybe he does want to talk about it.” George sat back down on the bed, crossed his legs and looked to his faux girlfriend. “What you want to do about it.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Memories of Ryan’s finger touching her bare shoulder replayed in a continuous loop all night. Each time the feeling settled, she’d bump into her sleeping grandmother lying next to her. Part of her wanted to throw her mother’s rules out the window and sleep with George. At least there, she’d avoid her grandmother kicking her and she’d have someone to replay the story of Ryan’s finger to.
 
   George’s question wasn’t any clearer during the first breaks of morning light through her window. Her grandmother woke before the sun rose, allowing Allison time to freely stretch across her bed. Exhaustion never took over causing her to fall asleep. Defeated, she sat up in bed to make a pros and cons list about rehashing the past with Ryan.
 
   The blank page stared at her with a blue pen poised to attack in her hand. The pros were obvious. She’d finally know if six years ago meant anything to him. The hard part was actually asking him. Even worse, what if the moments they shared meant little to him. They both dated in high school, him more than her. And then there was college. Guys and parties filled her weekends but no one seemed to compare to what she wanted with Ryan. Six years was a long time with ample opportunity for a good looking guy.
 
   Admitting defeat, Allison sat her notebook and pen on the nightstand. Her grandmother emerged from the bathroom in a fog. The steam from her shower spilled into the bedroom.
 
   “That is some great water pressure. You should really try it.” Her grandmother moved from one open suitcase to the next. With a white towel wrapped around her head, she clutched a pink terry cloth robe closed.
 
   “Thanks grandma, I’ll do that.” Allison couldn’t help the smile pulling at her cheeks. She wondered how much her grandmother knew what was going on around her or if she said silly things to catch people off guard. Either way, she loved her dearly for her easy way.
 
   “I’m almost done, dear. Then it’s all yours. I just need to get dressed and put my face on.” Her grandmother turned with a royal blue dress draped across her arm. “Do you think this will be okay for the bridal shower today?” She held the dress up with both hands. Her robe gaped open but with the dress in front of her, her body remained mostly concealed. Skinny legs stuck out beneath the blue fabric. Would she resemble her grandmother in her older golden years? She’d always considered her a striking older woman with jet-black hair, golden brown eyes and high cheekbones.
 
   Stifling a laugh, Allison held her hand in front of her face, pretending to cough. “Yes. Love the color.” Seconds later, her grandmother shuffled across the carpet back into the bathroom.
 
   A soft double knock against her door sounded before blonde hair peeked around the corner. “You up,” George whispered.
 
   “Yes,” Allison replied in the same soft tone.
 
   “Oh good. Where’s Grandma?” George flung the covers and climbed into bed beside Allison.
 
   “Getting dressed. And you can’t be in here like this.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “If my mom finds out she’ll have a cow.”
 
   “Allison, you’re a grown woman and besides, what are we going to do with your elderly grandmother in the next room? I’m a gentleman who happens to be cold. And I’m fully clothed. Relax.”
 
   Allison eased against a stack of pillows, pulling the covers to her chin. A chill ran along her legs. She wondered if her parents turned the furnace on for the season. Fall in the Midwest meant a variety of different things. Either mid 80’s temperatures or the opposite; mid to low 40’s with a chance of snow. Allison preferred middle of the road but living in Chicago, she dealt with blustering winds.
 
   “Have you decided what you’re going to do about Ryan?”
 
   “No and keep it down. I think my grandmother has bat ears.”
 
   “You have a week to decide but know I’m here for you. I think it’s kind of sweet you still have a thing for this guy. And from what I saw yesterday he may return your feelings.”
 
   Allison jerked forward uncovering both she and George. “What? You didn’t say anything last night when I came to talk to you.”
 
   “You didn’t ask.”
 
   Her eyes shot wide open like saucers. Her mouth matched. “Okay. New rule. As a couple,” she added air quotes to the word. “We tell each other everything. No secrets. And when someone knows something about the other someone’s love interest, full disclosure.”
 
   “Fine. In honor of full disclosure, you need to brush your teeth.”
 
   Allison rolled her eyes and scooted away to her side of the bed. “Fair enough. What did he do?”
 
   George pulled the covers back into place, smoothing his hands across his body. “Well, first off, from what I can gather, he is normally a really good golfer but yesterday he didn’t do so well. Or so I was told. Anyway, he asked about you…a lot.”
 
   “Yeah.” She inched closer and then moved back remembering her teeth. “He asked you?”
 
   “Me and Adam. Asked how long we’d been seeing each other. How we met. If you were happy.”
 
   She sat back against the headboard. He’d asked about her. After six years, he wondered about her. Warmth filled her face along with a smile tugging at her lips. Her two fingers touched her lips.
 
   “What did you tell him?” She whispered.
 
   “I told him the truth. We met two years ago and spend most of our free time together. Although, I told him that wasn’t much because you…we…both work long hours. And I said we were happy together. I mean, truthfully, we are when we’re together, right?”
 
   “Yes. Of course.” She patted his hand.
 
   Allison looked at her friend and knowing the sacrifice he was making for her, tears burned the back of her eyes, forming a lump in her throat. His thoughtfulness was boundless and she knew he’d always be there for her. A tear rolled from her eye, down her check before it dropped to the blankets below. She smiled at him.
 
   George sat straighter in the bed with worry scrunching around his blue eyes. “Hey. What’s this?” He ran a finger across her cheek, catching the next droplet.
 
   “Oh nothing. I’m not sad. The opposite really.” She grabbed his hand and pulled it onto her lap. “You’re a great friend and I guess I’m a little struck by what you’re doing for me. I really appreciate you.”
 
   With his hand in hers, he pulled her to him, wrapping her in a hug. She breathed in deep, pulling his familiar cologne into her lungs. She closed her eyes, enjoying the closeness.
 
   “Oh, excuse me. Next time you should consider hanging a sock on the doorknob. Back in my day, we wrapped a tie around the handle. But times have changed. Maybe you’re freer with your love. Not that I was a prude or anything.” Grandma Daughtry emerged from the bathroom wearing her blue dress and her hair teased into a chiffon. “I’m not one to judge. But if we’re going to share a room, I’d appreciate a little notice. I know how to make myself scarce.”
 
   Allison pulled from George, watching the little black haired woman mill around the room, keeping her eyes averted to her tasks at hand. Both smiled, listening to her ramble about the situation she’d walked in on.
 
   “Grandma, nothing happened.”
 
   “Yeah, but we both know she wanted to.” George winked at the elderly woman when she finally met their eyes. “Now, don’t you look lovely.”
 
   Grandma turned in place offering a full view. “Thank you. But you keep your freshness to yourself. I’m not one to try and steal my granddaughter’s man.” She moved toward the bedroom door offering her own wink toward the couple in bed. “Allison honey. You better get a move on. The bridal shower starts in a couple of hours and you know how your mother is about being on time. And after yesterday, you’re already on her naughty list.”
 
   Once she left the room, George turned to Allison beside him in bed. “What happened yesterday?”
 
   Allison shook her head. “Oh, nothing that won’t haunt me this entire week.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   Satisfied with her appearance, Allison followed the sound of silverware on dishes and laughter to the main floor of her parent’s house. George went out with Adam again, making sure the house remained a man free zone.
 
   A cascade of crepe paper fell from the foyer chandelier to the perimeter of the room in navy blue and silver. Light danced across the shiny paper, mimicking sparklers from the Fourth of July. Matching balloons flanked the bottom steps with tabletop versions floating above the food and heads of the guests seated below. Right of the foyer, the formal sitting room showcased several round tables with dining place settings matching the ones from the dining room. More balloons and decorations were tucked in the corners.
 
   A group of women stood, hovering by Sarah, looking at her engagement ring and giggling about how Adam proposed.
 
   Allison made her rounds, greeting guests, making small talk and smiling when needed. With each passing face, she realized the gathering felt more like a reunion than a bridal shower. Sarah, a year younger than Allison, stayed close with most of her high school friends. She recognized many and figured the others were either college friends or work associates.
 
   Sarah’s mother, a close friend of Allison’s mother, bobbed from one group to the next making small talk and filling flutes with mimosas. Her salon frosted tips fluttered around the room leaving a trail of laughs. Unlike Allison’s mom, Mrs. Henson had a broader sense of humor, laughing at herself when needed.
 
   “Oh, Allison. Sarah told me about the dress shop. How funny.” With a glass pitcher full the frothy orange drink, she placed a free hand across Allison’s arm. “You are a hoot. Well, I’m glad it all worked out.”
 
   “Yes and I hope to run by the shop tomorrow to make sure it fits,” Allison offered.
 
   Mrs. Henson smiled and walked away waving her free hand over her shoulder. “It’s all good.”
 
   Not wanting to waste another minute talking, Allison headed to the kitchen to dampen the Harley Davidson engine revving noises her stomach made. Inside, spread across the center island laid a banquet of brunch foods. Standing on either side sat two counter high tables with navy blue tablecloths. Leave it to her mother to find card tables the same height as their counter. Her mother was like a mini Martha Stewart.
 
   Croissants, jellies and fruit kabobs adorned one side, while quiche, frittatas and cooked meats sat on the other. In the middle her mother presented a combination of salads and refreshments rested on a side counter.
 
   The room smelled heavenly, especially the woodsy aroma of coffee, which Allison hadn’t had a cup of yet. Time escaped her before the shower began and Allison wanted to avoid her mother so she remained in her room for as long as possible. She started to realize later that her actions resulted in her to suffer caffeine withdrawal.
 
   She piled a healthy helping of fruit, pasta salad and spinach frittata. With her free hand, she managed to poor a steaming mug of coffee adding a splash of gingerbread creamer. She loved how the fall brought out the warm flavors of the season like peppermint, gingerbread and pumpkin. She even marked her calendar for the arrival of the seasonal flavors at a franchised coffee chain.
 
   “Allison Daughtry? Is that you?”
 
   The voice was undeniable. The feeling the voice instilled unforgettable.
 
   She secretly promised herself a perfect day. No problems. No issues during the shower. Not even her thoughts of Ryan interfered with her bridesmaid duties. The day was about Sarah.
 
   But when her high school arch nemesis stood inches behind her, what could she do? Words were bound to be said. Looks given. Would she come out on top? Would she still be presentable when all was done? She wasn’t sure. Only time would tell.
 
   Taking advantage of a free space on the beverage counter, Allison slid her plate and mug across the top. Running an unsteady hand down the lavender sweater set, she turned, aware of everything around her. If she needed a weapon, the sugar dish would have to do.
 
   “Lynette? Lynette Jenkins? What a surprise? I didn’t know you were invited.” If she had, she would’ve made sure she wasn’t there.
 
   “Ha, ha. You are too funny.” She said with a surprising almost southern accent to her voice. Which was odd considering they lived in the Midwest and not Alabama. Now the blonde, blue-eyed Amazon from her past added a fake accent to her repertoire.
 
   “Yeah. That’s me. Funny girl. So, what brings you here today?” She knew the answer was obvious but she needed to hear it for herself. She wanted to strangle her brother at this point. She wasn’t aware if he knew about her feelings for Ryan but he knew for sure her dislike for Lynette. Compounded by the fact Ryan and Lynette dated in high school.
 
   She made a mental note to sit her dear brother down later to go over the guest list. She didn’t think she could take any more surprises. Was the English literature teacher who gave her detention officiating the ceremony?
 
   “Oh you know. Sarah and Adam’s blessed day. You might not have known this, since you weren’t that close with her, but Sarah and I were neighbors growing up.” Now she wanted to laugh. Not know her very well. The girl had spent the majority of two years at the Daughtry house before Allison left for college. They shared family dinners, holidays and even late night swimming. She did in fact know they were neighbors. What she didn’t realize was that they were close enough for her to be invited to the wedding.
 
   Allison placed a firm fist to her hip. “Oh, I knew.”
 
   “Well, when I got their invitation in the mail, I told my mother we had to attend. So I cancelled my travel plans.” She leaned in Allison’s direction, “I was going to the Bahamas for a photo shoot.” She moved back with a look of triumph on her face. Allison wanted to shake the delusional girl and tell her she didn’t care. “So, here I am and I cannot wait to see all the old faces from Valley.”
 
   “Oh, do you not live here anymore?”
 
   “No. I still live at home but I don’t hang out here. Much too busy with the career to socialize with high school people.” Lynette flung a cascade of blonde hair over her shoulder.
 
   “Yeah. I know what you mean.” Where was her mother when she needed her? Another person with a busy work life. Although, she didn’t think Lynette was the famous model she thought she was. Lynette was in the same grade as she and Ryan. A cheerleader like her and constantly trying to one up her with everything. Allison brought to school a new Coach purse, something she’d gotten as a Christmas present. The next day, Lynette had a Dooney. Allison cut her hair to look like Jennifer Aniston. A week later, Lynette sported a similar style except she’d gotten it done at a high-end salon in the city.
 
   Lynette upped her in one aspect that mattered the most. She dated Ryan.
 
   “So, I hear you’re in Chicago.”
 
   “Yep.” Great, she was stuck making small talk watching her frittata getting cold. She sneaked a peek at her plate. A stream of steam still rose from the slice of egg pie and her cup of coffee called her name with its creamy milky color.
 
   “Do you make it home much?” Lynette turned away filling her own plate with fruit and pastries. Allison couldn’t help but wonder about her modeling career if she continued to eat a dish full of carbs.
 
   “Not really. But I hope to change that soon. I miss my family and soon I’m sure, Adam and Sarah will start to have children and I’d hate to miss out.”
 
   “Oh, that’s sweet.”
 
   A paused stretched out between the two women. Allison took it as a sign and grabbed her plate.
 
   “You know who I can’t wait to see?” Lynette asked.
 
   Allison held onto her plate and turned back toward her nemesis. She hoped with the food in her hands, Lynette would catch a clue and release her from the pointless run of boring conversation. “I have no idea.”
 
   “Ryan Johnson. Now, there is a fine gentleman.” Lynette stopped and turned to face Allison. “You know, that’s the only guy I truly could be myself with. And he was so sweet.”
 
   Heat rose into Allison’s face. Her hold tightened on the sides of the plate, thankful her mother used the good china instead of paper otherwise her brunch would be in a pile on the floor.
 
   “Actually. I ran into him a month or so ago at the gym. Now there was a sight. Mmmm. Well, we talked for a long time. You know, we dated and went to college together. We didn’t hang out much past the first week. I did the Greek thing and I didn’t want to be tied down to a high school boyfriend. What with all the parties I attended. But it was real nice seeing him again.” Lynette turned her back to Allison, who stuck her tongue out at the blonde.
 
   “Really.” Allison managed to say through gritted teeth. She hadn’t realized the two dated in college. She wondered if he ran from her bedroom straight into Lynette’s arms. Was their kiss that revolting?
 
   Lynette knew what happened with Ryan after he left home. Facts Allison always wondered about.
 
   “When I saw him, all those silly high school feelings came back and if it wasn’t for all the staff members around, I might have taken him right there on the rowing machine.” Lynette winked as if they were girlfriends sharing a dirty secret.
 
   A terribly, sick image imbedded in Allison’s mind and she needed to get away without making a scene.
 
   “That’s lovely to know,” she bit out. How much longer was she going to have to take this?
 
   “He promised to save me a dance, but between you and me. I hope to get more out of him than just a dance. I might just have to give him a call and ask him to be my date.”
 
   That was the last straw. Allison grinded her jaws, trying her best to keep a pleasant smile on her face when Lynette turned her way. Her red lips smiled while her blue eyes shined. With her free hand, she flung a large curl of blonde hair over her shoulder. Lynette wasn’t playing fair and the evil blonde knew. Her words affected Allison and she needed to shut it down making sure she wouldn’t let Lynette win.
 
   “Well, it sounds like you have a plan. Good luck to you.” Allison leaned toward the open kitchen door, “What?” she called to no one. “Oh, okay.” She turned her attention back to Lynette, “I’m sorry Lynette, but someone is calling for me. You know bridesmaid duty.” She stretched out the word bridesmaid. “It was nice to see you.” Allison held back sticking out her tongue and throwing the fact she was in the wedding, walking with Ryan, in Lynette’s face.
 
   Without letting her respond, Allison grabbed her mug of now cold coffee and left the kitchen. She didn’t look back. Didn’t offer a pleasant wave. Instead, she made a b-line for the dining room, found an empty chair next to her grandmother, sat down and took a long drink from her cup.
 
   “Yuck,” she spat, but not loud enough for the entire room to hear.
 
   “I know what you mean sweetie,” her grandmother said, patting her hand. “Your mother makes the worst coffee.”
 
   Instead of correcting her, Allison beamed at her grandmother, grabbed her fork and dove into her plate.
 
   Before she could take another fork full, her mother appeared in the empty chair beside her.
 
   “I hadn’t realized you’d come down yet.” Her mother clutched a flute filled with mimosa. “Sit up straight, dear.”
 
   “Mom.” Allison said beneath her breathe.
 
   “What? You’re such a pretty girl and I know you don’t have big breasts or anything. But look at Audrey. Hers are all flat from the babies. That’s never stopped her. She sits up tall and sticks out those saggy boobies.” Her mother drained her glass of mimosa before she continued. “It’s from my side of the family, I’m afraid. Small breasts that look like deflated balloons. I mean, look at your grandmother. She’s toting around, what D’s over there.” Allison’s mother thumbed a finger at her mother-in-law keeping a breezy look upon her face.
 
   “She’s right you know. The women on my side never had a man complain about their breasts. I mean, your grandfather used to…” Her grandmother started.
 
   “Grandma!” Allison shouted. Realizing how loud she’d been, she smiled at the guests who looked her way and pretended to laugh. “Oh, you tell the best jokes,” she said to cover up her outburst.
 
   She turned to her mother, hoping her grandmother didn’t plan on pulling her blouse open to show her how large she was or demonstrate what her husband used to do. Both were images, if she let her imagination get out of control, she didn’t want haunting her at night. Or as she ate.
 
   “Mother.” Allison snapped. “How many drinks have you had today? I mean the shower isn’t even close to being over yet and you’re already hammered.”
 
   Her mother slowly turned her head to Allison. “We don’t say hammered, Allison. It’s not lady like.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   To avoid additional conversations with her grandmother and mom about breast size, Allison snuck up the stairs when everyone gathered to watch Sarah open gifts.
 
   After changing into something comfortable, she booted up her laptop, logged onto her work email and sorted through two hundred new messages from the last three days. For the next hour, she scrolled, clicked and answered. Her boss mentioned, in several emails, how much she was missed and why had he approved her vacation.
 
   In a twisted way, Allison almost felt appreciated. Almost.
 
   A majority of the messages were from her team member, Kelly, who ranted about how hard things were with her gone. Their boss rode her butt all day and then expected her to stay late to finish up. She wasn’t sure how Allison did it on a daily basis but she deserved a raise.
 
   The last email from Kelly stated she was interviewing for a new job, if she could get away long enough.
 
   Allison lay back on her bed, setting her laptop aside while she dreamed for a minute about interviewing for a new job. Where would she go? She knew of a large, full-service marketing firm in St. Louis but wasn’t sure if she was qualified to apply. The owner, who referred to himself as RJ, had a hard-ass reputation. Although, moving back meant seeing Adam more and even Audrey wasn’t that bad in small doses. Even her mom had funny moments, especially when she drank, which would make her living in St. Louis full time easier to digest. Allison wondered if she could convince her best friend, George, to move with her.
 
   She tossed aside the idea of looking for a new job. Allison pulled her computer back on her lap and answered more emails, until she heard deep voices from downstairs.
 
   Guilt for wanting the shower over sat heavy on her shoulders. She clicked her laptop closed, stored it back in her bag and moved to assess her looks in the mirror. She raked the brush along the lengths of her hair, making the brunette locks shine. The risk of seeing Ryan ran high. He would catch her in an old high school sweatshirt and grubby pants again.
 
   Satisfied, she left her room and headed for the stairs. Where once crepe paper hung and decorations displayed, now gone leaving the gold and crystal light fixture free to shine. She looked closely at each framed photo hanging on the wall. Her parent’s wedding photo taken on the altar of The Old Cathedral. A red tinged photo of her sister Audrey when she was a baby. Another portrait of the three siblings, probably taken at a department store photography studio with fake props and plastic flowers. Each step showed a new picture. She ran her palm along the dark wooden railing. Scents from brunch lingered in the air and she shivered at the memory of her big gulp of cold coffee. She blamed Lynette for the bitter taste and not her mom, as her grandmother did.
 
   The entire lower level of the house returned to its earlier state.
 
   Allison snuck a look around the corner into the living room. Standing by the window, Sarah faced Adam. Soft light shined through the gauzy curtains casting a gentle glow around the couple. Their bodies touched at the knees, hips and arms. His hands were interlocked behind her back, holding her close. In heels, Sarah stood at eye level with Adam. Their heads bent forward, with Sarah’s long brown hair falling around them. Their lips moved with a private conversation. Leaning against the door frame, out of their direct line of vision, she watched them, loving the closeness they shared. Adam tucked Sarah’s hair behind her ear. His hand lingered, rubbing small circles at the nape of her neck.
 
   Sarah smiled.
 
   Allison smiled.
 
   “They look great together, don’t they?”
 
   His words swept across the exposed skin of Allison’s neck, pulling a cluster of goose bumps to rise. She looked back over her shoulder and sucked in a deep breath at the sight of Ryan. His light brown hair was mussed, lying in all directions. Deep golden brown eyes smiled back at her. Two strong hands grabbed onto her biceps before they pulled her back from the doorway.
 
   When they were out of view, Ryan released his hold, dropping his hands back at his side. He stared at Allison for a minute before he nodded his head in the direction of the kitchen. She walked behind him, enjoying the view. A pair of athletic shorts hung low on his trim waist, resting just above a set of muscular calves. A white T-shirt with a logo on the chest sat at the band of his shorts.
 
   Ryan held open the kitchen door allowing her to pass. With him behind her, she felt self-conscious and hurried to find a spot at the counter to hold up.
 
   “They do,” she said to Ryan watching him open the frig door. He pulled out two bottles of water, handed one to her before he found a spot to stand across from her. The space between them was a few feet but she felt mere inches from him. His woodsy cologne filled the empty air between them. “The answer to your question. They do look great together. But they always have, even when we were younger.”
 
   “Yeah. It makes you stop and stare, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Sure.” Allison twisted the top from her bottle, took a sip allowing the wetness to drip down her throat. His touch on her arms burned a memory in her skin.
 
   “I didn’t think I needed what they have. I thought, sure I’ll find someone, get married and that’ll be it. But those two,” he pointed a thumb over his shoulder, “watching them makes me want what they have. I want more than a person to marry. I want it to be my best friend. Ya know?”
 
   Allison moved from her spot against the counter to the sink, keeping her face turned away from Ryan. She wanted the same thing, except in her fairytale, Ryan filled the role of her prince.
 
   “I know what you mean. I feel blessed to share this with them.”
 
   “Yeah, and now you get your happy ending wedding.”
 
   Silence fell between them. Her face contorted into confusion. “What?”
 
   “George told us.” His eyes never left her face as he tipped his bottle of water to his lips.
 
   “Told you?” Allison returned the stare. Had she missed something? She roughly replayed the last conversation with George before the bridal shower. She remembered discussing Ryan and his questions during golf. Had she and George agreed on a new aspect of their relationship? Did she tell him to say something to him…about a wedding?
 
   Her words unsteadily fell from her lips. “What exactly did he tell you?”
 
   “About,” he started.
 
   “About our engagement.” George stood at her side and wrapped an arm around her shoulders. She needed the support after hearing his words.
 
   “Oh my goodness!” Her mother’s voice squealed from the kitchen doorway causing all three heads to turn her way. A room with only two people suddenly turned into a party in a matter of devastating seconds.
 
   Words continued to fail Allison. Her mother and father entered the room at the worst possible moment. Tears sprung from her mother’s eyes.
 
   “Um…”
 
   George’s hand rubbed a track along her arm, pulling her close to his body. “The guys invited me to hang out with them again during the shower and we were talking and…it came out. I’m sorry, honey. I know you didn’t want to say anything yet but all this wedding talk got me excited.”
 
   “Um…”
 
   Allison’s mom yanked her daughter from George’s hold and pulled her into a tight embrace. Her fingers dug into her back, holding her firmly against her. “My babies are getting married. Oh my goodness. And I thought this day would never come.”
 
   “Gee, thanks mom.”
 
   “Aw sweet pea. You know what your mother means.” Her father joined their hug, pulling George into the mix. Allison’s face heated from the bodies surrounding her and the look Ryan offered. A smile turned up his lips, which didn’t reach his eyes. The normal gleam and liveliness his brown eyes held fell short.
 
   Allison itched to reach across the mass of bodies holding her to pull him into a hug.
 
   “Have you set a date?” Ryan’s words broke into the soft sniffles of joy from Mrs. Daughtry.
 
   The small group pulled apart allowing Allison a burst of fresh air. “Um. No. We haven’t really talked about it yet.” Her last words pointed at her new fiancé.
 
   Mrs. Daughtry smiled beneath the tears falling down her cheeks. “I cannot wait to start planning. Now, I know you two live in Chicago but I think you should get married here.”
 
   “Mom. George is from Chicago. Why can’t we get married there?” The ridiculousness of her question wasn’t lost on Allison. She knew their engagement wasn’t real but hearing her mother already plan her wedding irritated her, breaking the shocked mood.
 
   “Well. We have plenty of time to discuss. I’ve got phone calls to make. People to tell.” She practically skipped from the kitchen rattling off names.
 
   George moved close to Allison, putting his arm back around her. Tension in her body eased. She allowed herself to relax instead of chasing after her mother.
 
   “So, what are your plans for the night?” Ryan asked before finishing off his bottle of water.
 
   “I don’t know. Probably watch some TV, do some work or nothing. Why?” Ryan’s sudden interest in her evening seemed odd. After her recent revelation, she planned on grilling George but she thought better than to share that information with Ryan.
 
   “Adam and I were talking and since there isn’t anything pressing tomorrow except for picking up tuxedos and the rehearsal dinner we wondered if we should go out tonight. Relax. Have a few drinks. Adam and Sarah had their bachelor and bachelorette parties but they want to do one together. One last hoorah. What do you think?”
 
   “Sounds like a good idea.”
 
   “Will there be dancing?” George asked. “I love to dance.” With his arm still around Allison, he bumped hips with her while shaking his butt.
 
   Her irritation with him melted a little. A night out away from her mom sounded like heaven. A reason to dress up and drink colorful drinks drove right up her alley.
 
   “We can go somewhere with dancing,” Ryan offered.
 
   “Okay, I’m in. Do I need to do anything? Like reservations or call people?” Allison asked stepping away from George’s hold.
 
   Ryan kicked up an eyebrow at Allison. “Do you still talk to anyone from high school or that would still be in the area?” His smile told her he already knew the answer. “That’s what I thought. I’ll text a few people and tell Sarah and Adam to do the same.”
 
   “Except Audrey, right?”
 
   Ryan’s laugh rolled across her skin like a massage. She liked how it made her feel. Light. Free. Like he knew her better than she knew herself.
 
   “You still aren’t close, are you? I’d have thought after all these years, you two would have connected.”
 
   “Why? We don’t have anything in common. She’s still older and now she’s married with three kids. What could I offer to that conversation? She thinks I work too much. That I live too far away. Basically, we’re the same as before except now she has a mini army at her back.”
 
   “Okay, I get it. Anyway, we have to invite her. You never know. A few drinks and she might loosen up.” He winked at Allison before he directed his attention to his phone.
 
   A wink.
 
   Ugh. He was actually killing her with sexiness.
 
   “I’ve got a guy who always told me that if I needed some wheels during the week to let him know. I think we should get a limo or party bus that way no one has to drive. Better safe than sorry.” He punched numbers into his phone and before Allison realized, he spoke to someone about a bus. After a few okays and some head nods, he finished his call with the address to her parent’s house before he hung up.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” Allison asked again.
 
   “Right. Um, can you run to the grocery store, grab some beer and soda and I’ll pay for the bus. We’ll meet back here in what, three hours and then head out.”
 
   “Sure. Three hours. Okay.”
 
   Before Ryan turned and walked from the kitchen, he looked up from his phone, gave Allison a full of teeth smile revealing a small dimple in his left cheek. “Thanks and I’ll see you two later.” He winked again, turned and left Allison swooning against George in the kitchen.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Three hours later, Allison, out of breathe, sat on a bench in the foyer waiting for everyone to arrive. The short amount of hours flew by, barely giving her enough time to work her magic. Why she had thought three hours would be enough was unclear. She remembered why. Ryan asked. His words made her want to do anything he asked.
 
   Once she was home from the store, her mother shoed her away to get ready, making her father put together a cooler stocked with the beverages she’d bought. Allison thought she heard her mom comment, under her breath, something about making sure she looked presentable with her new fiancé. When she asked her mother what she said, her reply was a hand wave with a chirpy “nothing.”
 
   Allison assumed her mother wasn’t drunk on mimosas anymore.
 
   Lucky for her, Allison had a fairy godmother named George who sat out a few outfits to pick from when she returned from the grocery store.
 
   As if reading her mind, the good-looking blonde eased down the Daughtry family staircase continuing to button one of his cuffs. The lavender dress shirt brought out an extra shine in his hair. His charcoal gray slacks showed a freshly pressed crease down each leg only accentuated by his recently buffed black dress shoes.
 
   “You can iron your clothes but picking up your wet towels is unthinkable.” Allison rose to meet him.
 
   “First off, now that we’re getting married, I don’t plan on cleaning up…ever.” He winked. “Second, your mother ironed my clothes. She does a mean crease.” He ran a hand down the front of his shirt, admiring the pleats in his pants.
 
   Allison grabbed George’s arm and pulled him close to her mouth. “Speaking of engagement. What were you thinking?”
 
   “Oh yeah. That.”
 
   The two stared at each other for a second before a large smile broke across Allison’s face. “You’re a genius. Make me seem unavailable. Like forbidden fruit. Good, good.” She released her hold and paced in the small space in front of George. “I don’t understand why you didn’t mention your plan before. I mean, it’s a bit extreme and my mother will be crushed when we break up but I think this might work.” She stopped and looked at her fiancé. “Do you think it’ll work?”
 
   “Um…er…”
 
   George scratched the back of his head, still staring at Allison. He squinted, shook his head, moved toward the bench and sat down. His long slender legs stretched out in front of him. “To be honest, it wasn’t planned.”
 
   “What?” She sat in the small space beside him. “Then why did you say it.”
 
   “We were playing pool, throwing darts and having a few drinks. I’m usually a wine or martini guy but that didn’t seem appropriate at a sports bar, so I had beer. And I guess the four I had hit me harder than I thought. Ryan was asking Adam about getting married and relationshippy stuff and how he envied him. He stared at your brother in awe and I was a little jealous, I admit. Or it was the alcohol but I just blurted out that we were getting married.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “And they started patting my back, hugging me and we were like all connected. Like real friends. It was nice. I mean, I don’t have any guy friends back home and it was comforting to have some. You’re my closest friend and no offence, but you’re a girl.”
 
   “None taken.”
 
   “Thanks. So, I’m sorry if this makes things more complicated. I can fix it, if you want.”
 
   Allison leaned against the back of the bench, stretching out her legs beside George’s. Her black heels didn’t quite reach his shoes. Seeing the tears in her mother’s eyes when she found out about their engagement was a moment Allison didn’t want to erase. Her parents loved her, but the joy they expressed seeing her with someone filled her heart. She’d live the lie until they returned to Chicago.
 
   “No. Let’s get through the week and I’ll fix everything when we return home.”
 
   “Are you sure?” George wrapped his slender hand around hers, pulling it to his lap.
 
   “Yes. I’m sure. If my family finds out the engagement, or even the relationship, wasn’t real, they’d be hurt. And I don’t want that. Once we’re in Chicago, I’ll tell them we broke up.”
 
   “Okay. It’s your call. I’m with you every step of the way.”
 
   Allison leaned into George’s body. Happiness spread from her face to her heart; overwhelmed with joy because of the great guy in her life.
 
   Minutes later, the doorbell rang. A group of people waited on the front porch standing around a red cooler Mr. Daughtry filled. The girls wore sparkly tops while the guys stayed with jeans and a button up shirt. Soon, the bus, followed by Ryan in a silver and black Camaro, pulled in front of the house. With beers in hand, two guys grabbed the cooler and headed to the bus.
 
   Adam’s shoes clomped down the stairs with Sarah’s clicking behind him, meeting George and Allison in the doorway. “We’re gonna have a great time,” he said.
 
   Allison smiled at her brother. She grabbed George’s hand and followed the line of people to the bus.
 
   Inside, music bounced, thumping a beat in her chest. Black leather seats ran down one side of the converted city bus and back up the other. On the back wall hung a large screen TV showing a music video. Two silver poles connected from the floor to ceiling positioned down the middle isle. Allison smiled and wondered who the guy was Ryan called to book the bus.
 
   George and Allison grabbed two seats near the front of the bus. Before she could remove her coat, a beer appeared in her face. She looked up to the offered drink and found a set of smiling brown eyes.
 
   Ryan.
 
   “Thanks,” she said accepting the beverage.
 
   He took the seat across from her, staying close to the bus driver. He gave the man directions and settled back into the leather seat. His hand plunged into the cooler, pulling out another bottle he offered to George.
 
   “No thanks. I’m still feeling pretty good from today.” He sat against the leather seat, placing an arm across the back behind Allison. He turned his head, watching a girl spinning around one of the poles.
 
   “You look nice,” Ryan whispered across the aisle.
 
   “Thanks,” she placed her lips around the tip of the bottle. She pulled in a deep drink, enjoying the coolness sliding down her throat. If she continued at the same pace throughout the night, she’d be hammered before last call.
 
   But if she didn’t keep her hands and face busy, she’d be forced to look at Ryan. Who also looked better than nice in a pair of dark denim jeans and white button up shirt. His hair still damp from a recent shower and his face freshly shaved.
 
   “Nice bus,” she nodded toward the silver pole positioned close to where she sat.
 
   His shoulders bobbed when he laughed. “Thanks. He said he was slow during the week. I had no idea this is what he had in mind. I guess when I told him it was for a wedding get together, he figured we needed some additional entertainment.”
 
   “So I’m guessing the relaxing evening you mentioned earlier is out.”
 
   “No. I think we can unwind at a club. Dancing and drinking are sure fire relaxation techniques.”
 
   The smirk on his face showed off his dimple, leaving Allison with something to stare at. She forced her free hand beneath her thigh to keep from reaching across the aisle to touch him. Oh, this was bad. She brought the bottle to her lips again. She gulped the rest of the beverage, feeling the cool burn down her throat.
 
   “Um, so is this everybody?” She looked to the back of the bus as it bounced and jerked down the road. Allison focused on the people around her, avoiding the deep brown eyes across from her.
 
   Ryan leaned back farther into the bus seat, mimicking George’s posture. The spot next to him was empty and his arm almost begged for Allison to cross the space between them. With his bottle between his legs, Ryan ran a free hand through his hair, allowing the dark locks to flop back into place.
 
   “I doubt it. Adam and Sarah said they let other people know. People not in the wedding party.”
 
   Allison placed her empty bottle in a trash bag, reached into the cooler and pulled another into her grasp. The top popped with a hiss and she took a healthy drink. “Oh good. So, are you meeting anybody there?”
 
   The alcohol warmed in her belly. After one bottle, she felt lightness in her head. Her brave question needed an answer. Her fake engagement needed to provide her with information. Waiting for his answer, she took another drink of her beer. His eyes shined from the party lights lining the bus ceiling. His smile turned into something mysterious like he had naughty thoughts in his head. Ryan matched Allison’s move with a deep drink of his own beer before discarding it in the same black trash bag.
 
   “No.”
 
   Sarah fell into Allison’s lap with a Tupperware container clutched in her hands. She handed Allison a small plastic cup. “Here’s your shot. They are so yummy. I’m surprised they set up so fast.” Sarah popped the lid off her Jell-O shot, ran her pinky around the perimeter and tipped the cup over her mouth. “Mmm.”
 
   “Thanks.” Allison mimicked her future sister-in-law and let out her own sign of appreciation.
 
   “Okay, I’ll be back. I need to make my rounds. Here,” she offered a colored cup to George and Ryan.
 
   Both guys waived a hand.
 
   “I’m good. Maybe later,” Ryan offered
 
   Sarah stuck out her bottom lip for a second before she shot up from Allison’s lap and headed to the back of the bus where Adam sat. Allison watched her fall into her brother’s lap, wrap her arms around his neck and plant a big kiss on his cheek.
 
   Allison stared at the other people on the bus for a minute. Music thumped all around her, vibrating in her chest as she watched girls trying to twirl on the striper pole. She wondered if she’d have enough courage to try. Would she fall? Or would she even make it around the pole before she slid to the floor.
 
   She couldn’t help smile at the thought.
 
   “What are you thinking about?” George asked. His face close to her ear and his breath tickling her skin.
 
   “The stripper poles,” she managed to say.
 
   “Stripper poles,” he repeated. “You wanna try?” He raised an eyebrow at her.
 
   Allison offered a smile with a shrug before she turned facing the window behind her seat. Instead of getting caught staring at Ryan when she should be fawning over George, her only option remained along the highway.
 
   A few minutes later, the party bus pulled to a bumpy stop in front of a building. The outside windows were covered in black paint with a neon sign above that said 150. If it weren’t for the line of people waiting to enter, the place looked closed.
 
   The club rested on the corner of Washington and Seventh in downtown St. Louis; an up and coming area in a shadier part of the city. Historic buildings lined the cobble stone street. Restaurants, clubs and boutiques tried their hand at helping to rejuvenate the aging area. Condos, townhomes and restored lofts overlooked the streets below.
 
   One by one, they exited the bus, leaving their cans and bottles in the trash. And one by one they entered the club, with protest from the people waiting. Allison assumed their immediate access was Ryan’s doing. She made a mental note to ask him what he did for a living allowing him to be so connected. Living so far away didn’t allow her privy to such important information.
 
   Inside 150, the lights were dim. Base thumped and bumped along Allison’s skin. With the amount of alcohol she’d already consumed, her body loosened up and she shook her hips as she made her way to the bar.
 
   Colored lights swirled around the room from the ceiling above the dance floor. A fog crept along the ground, weaving in and out between the dancers’ legs. Allison leaned back against a small open spot at the bar and watched. Bodies gyrated, rubbing against others to the beat of the music. The song was fast, causing some to dance and jump around as others kept couples close, holding onto each other for dear life.
 
   “What can I getcha?” The bartender asked from behind her. She spun around, smiled and said, “A white Cosmo.” If they didn’t screw up her simple drink, she’d have more fun with her choices as the night wore on. “What do you want?” She asked George who squeezed into the space beside her.
 
   “Nothing right now. You wanna dance?”
 
   “I’ll watch your drink,” Ryan said from behind her. His hand rested against the bare shoulder her sequin halter-top provided. Goose bumps ran across her skin, bringing heat to her cheeks. “I won’t let anything bad happen to it. Go dance with your boy…fiancé.” Allison noticed the slight hitch in his voice when he said fiancé.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Am I going to see you on the dance floor soon?” Allison turned toward Ryan with George at her back.
 
   “Maybe. Now go. Obviously that boy wants to dance with you.” He nodded in George’s direction who bobbed as if the base in the song was attached to his body.
 
   Allison smiled and faced the dance floor. Her brother and Sarah already surrounded by the group from the bus. And like a slap in the face, her stomach dropped when she saw a fling of familiar blonde hair spin and head toward the bar. Twice in one day. What were the odds? She hadn’t even had a chance to question her brother on Lynette’s appearance at the wedding and now she was at a social function with them.
 
   Fate was a cruel mistress.
 
   “Who’s that?” George asked. “She looks like she’s on a mission.”
 
   Lynette pushed past some dancers, her eyes focused on a spot behind Allison. Without looking she knew exactly what, rather who, Lynette focused her attention on.
 
   “Oh my gosh. Allison is that you…again? And who is this yummy hunk with you?” Her tone seemed light and airy to an unsuspecting bystander.
 
   “Lynette, George. George, Lynette. I didn’t know you were coming.”
 
   “You silly girl. Sarah mentioned something to me as I was leaving your house. Which, by the way, I didn’t see you again. I was hoping we’d get a chance to talk again.”
 
   Liar, liar, pants on fire played in Allison’s head. She immediately hated the reaction Lynette pulled from Allison, but knowing Ryan ran from her bedroom into the arms of her least favorite person thrust her emotions back into high school along with the memories.
 
   Lynette moved past George and Allison to Ryan, placing a hand on his forearm. She leaned in close, spoke, causing Ryan to throw back his head and laugh.
 
   Acid burned in the back of Allison’s throat. She thought about running to the ladies room to hide. Seeing the couple together reminded her of watching them with their heads together in high school after a football game. Or how they walked the halls holding hands. Each time, Allison hated the display.
 
   She hoped maturity took away the juvenile feelings. Instead, she was inclined to think her utter hatred for Lynette would never change, no matter the age compounded only by her love for Ryan.
 
   “Come on. Dancing always makes me feel better.” George grabbed her hand and pulled her along with him.
 
   A rainbow of lights jetted from the walls to the floor. Bass boomed, pulsating in her ears. After a couple of songs, sweat rested along her chest, threatening to dip lower. She needed a drink. She needed the drink Ryan babysat.
 
   “I’m going to get my drink,” she yelled to George.
 
   “Okay,” he answered, turning back to the center of the dance floor.
 
   The colored lights faded into darkness as she moved away from the center of the club. So much for relaxing, she thought. She couldn’t remember the last time her heart rate raced from dancing. She needed to get out more.
 
   At the bar, Lynette held Ryan captive. Her hand still rested atop his forearm while she held a drink in the other hand. Allison’s martini stood between the two, almost as a barrier line she hoped neither crossed.
 
   “Done dancing,” Ryan asked when she stepped close. He pulled his arm free from Lynette’s hold, grabbed the martini glass and handed it to Allison. Electricity pulsed from her hand to the rest of her body when their fingers touched. Time stood still. His brown eyes locked onto hers. His dimpled smile held her captive.
 
   She licked her lips and was suddenly dying of thirst and was desperate to know how he tasted after all these years. Were his lips still as soft? Would he grab the back of her head, holding her in place as he reminded her?
 
   “Oh my goodness. I haven’t danced that much in a long time. We really need to do this more often.” George came up behind Allison, waking her from her daydream.
 
   She pulled her drink from Ryan’s hold. The cold sweetness tried to quench her thirst. Unfortunately, no matter the amount of alcohol, she was afraid only one thing would satisfy her.
 
   “Will you grab me a water? I’m hitting the guys’ room.” George pecked Allison’s cheek before he turned and left the small gathering.
 
   “Ryan was just telling me that you and that guy are engaged?” Lynette asked.
 
   “His name is George. And, yeah. We didn’t really want to say anything and steal Adam and Sarah’s thunder. After all, this week is about them.” Allison turned away, hoping Lynette would drop the topic.
 
   Her voice rose above the music, “And you two met at work?”
 
   Draining her glass and setting it against the bar, Allison nodded. She waived to the bartender. As she gave her order, Lynette continued with her questions.
 
   “And your work is okay with the relationship?”
 
   “We haven’t told them yet.”
 
   “I guess you’ll have to eventually, right?”
 
   “Sure,” Allison answered. When another martini arrived with a glass of water, she turned back to the dance floor.
 
   The blinking colored lights faded with the dance song. A slower tempo played over the speaker. A disco ball took a turn shining fragmented lights across the floor.
 
   “You want to dance?” Ryan’s voiced kissed her ear sending a shiver down her spine. She allowed her lids to fall shut for a second to enjoy the feeling before she nodded yes. Her hand fit snuggly into the one he offered, pulling her to the center of the club.
 
   “Watch our drinks, will ya,” she called over her shoulder to Lynette.
 
   Beneath the shiny ball, his hands settled just above her butt, where the hem of her shirt and skirt met. His finger grazed the bare skin peeking beneath the sequin top.
 
   “Thank you for saving me.” His breath smelled of beer and mint gum.
 
   “You’re welcome but I can’t imagine what you mean.” The teasing in her voice brought a smile across his lips. His lower one sat fuller than his upper but she couldn’t be certain unless she tested her theory. She wondered if she’d get an opportunity before the week expired. “You did date her, twice.”
 
   “And I instantly remembered why I broke up with her both times.”
 
   Allison looked away to hide the relief. Ryan might be over Lynette but she wouldn’t quit.
 
   “I can’t believe you’re getting married,” he said close to her ear.
 
   “Why?” A defensive tone reared its ugly head.
 
   “That might have come out wrong. I’m not surprised someone has snatched you up. I guess I just can’t believe…um…never mind.”
 
   “No what,” she pushed.
 
   “I don’t know. I guess, or I hoped, when you’d come back home for Adam’s wedding, you’d be…unattached. That I’d get another chance. I mean, I hoped I’d get another chance.”
 
   “Oh.” Her lips remained in a circle shape.
 
   And like in high school, he pulled away. Except instead of her brother knocking on her door, the song ended followed quickly by another dance song.
 
   Holding her hand in his, wasn’t the boy she’d made out with one summer night. Or the boy she’d crushed on her entire teenage life. A man held her with regret and missed opportunities pulling the corners of his mouth.
 
   He released her hand and as quickly as his revelation appeared, he disappeared, melting into the throngs of dancers pulsating around them.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   Light beat against Allison’s eyelids. “Ugh. Turn it off.” She rolled over and wrapped the covers tighter around her body. She pulled in a deep breath and stopped.
 
   Her sheets didn’t smell like the familiar scent of White Shoulder, her grandmother’s perfume. There was a hint of fabric softener but it mostly smelled of musk.
 
   Like a guy.
 
   A guy’s musk.
 
   Allison froze. Her breathing quickened but she managed to tame the air coming in and out. Her heart, on the other hand, pounded in her chest. She didn’t have control of that body part. With eyes closed she listened to the sounds of the body beside her.
 
   “Good morning sunshine.”
 
   Allison cracked open an eye to find blue ones staring back at her. Disheveled blonde hair and a brilliant smile added to her pleasant view. “If my mother catches you, I’m in big trouble.”
 
   “Chill. Grams already left and said I was welcome in your bed any time I wanted.”
 
   “She did not.”
 
   George shrugged, “You’re right. But she did let me in.”
 
   “What time is it?”
 
   “Time to get up.” George yanked a handful of covers, from Allison’s body.
 
   “Hey.” She tugged on the comforter, trying to recover her body.
 
   A gush of chilly air flushed her legs in goose bumps. “What did I ever do to you?”
 
   George stood causing the bed to spring up from the lack of his weight. “Where do I begin?” He walked with slow strides at the foot of her bed. “I find out only an hour before we get here that I’m your boyfriend. Then I’m forced to play golf,” he spits the last word. “Dancing at the club only made up for a very small portion. But then you make it worse by dirty dancing with high school lover boy, Ryan.”
 
   Allison leaned against her headboard. The wood bit into to her back. She pushed aside the uncomfortable feeling and stared at George. “We were not dirty dancing.”
 
   He waived his hand at her. Without looking at her, he continued to pace. “Now, as your fiancé, I’m a little hurt.”
 
   “Aww. But nothing happened.” The idea they were pretending wasn’t lost on Allison. She’d indulge him long enough to see his point.
 
   “I’d hope nothing would have happened. I mean, how embarrassing for me.”
 
   “You’re right. If the places were reversed, I’d be hurt too but we’re not really engaged.” She whispered the last part of her sentence.
 
   The wooden frame creaked when George sat on the corner. “I know that and you know that but they…” He threw a thumb over his shoulder, pointing at the door. “Don’t know that.”
 
   Silence fell between them, letting his words digest. He had a point. Except they never talked about what would happen if Ryan actually came on to her. There wasn’t a plan in place.
 
   “Listen,” he continued. “I’m in this as much as you want me to be. I’ve already told you that. But if this is going to work. If we are going to pretend to be a happy, engaged couple then we need to act like one. And from what I can tell, that doesn’t include dancing very close with another guy.”
 
   Allison fell over in bed and yelled into her pillow. Life wasn’t fair. Now she had a pretend fiancé and the guy of her dreams admitted he wanted her. Or a chance with her. How would she process his confession? More importantly, knowing what she did, how could she continue with her charade? Besides, Ryan stated breaking up with Lynette and remembering the reason why while at the club but Allison’s heart knew that he’d ran from her room to his ex’s. What would stop him from doing it again?
 
   She uncovered her face to find George staring at her again. He played with a loose string on her duvet cover. “You’re right and I’m sorry. To make it up to you we can do whatever you want when I get back from picking up my dress. Deal?”
 
   “Okay. Now tell me about this dance.”
 
   “First, did it look that bad?” She pulled herself upright with the hard wood against her back.
 
   “No. It seemed weird. Short.”
 
   “Way too short. But he kind of told me he liked me.”
 
   “Wait. What?” George’s eyebrows rose on his face allowing room for his eyes to go wide.
 
   “He told me he wished I’d come home for Adam’s wedding unattached.”
 
   “That settles it. We have to break up and like now.”
 
   The covers begged her to crawl beneath and hide until the wedding was over, only to sneak away unnoticed. “I can’t.”
 
   “Why? Don’t you see how perfect this is? He likes you. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted?”
 
   “Yes but I don’t want to embarrass myself or you by telling the truth, now. Plus, my relationship with my mother is already turbulent. Admitting I lied would only make it worse. This is the first time I feel like she’s on my side. And what if it doesn’t work out again and he runs back to Lynette or some other girl. I don’t think I could handle his rejection for a second time.”
 
   “You’ll have to eventually tell them because I am not marrying you. No offense. And no one can see into the future.”
 
   “None taken and I know. Not now. Not during my brother’s wedding. Besides. So he might like me or he’d like an opportunity to see if he does. So what? I can’t risk our plan for a what-if scenario.”
 
   “I will say this.”
 
   Allison looked at him. “What?”
 
   “You two looked really cute dancing together.”
 
   She threw her head back, smacking it against the headboard. “Ow. You’re killing me.”
 
   ****
 
   The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach. The way to Allison’s was a hot shower with multiple showerheads pelting water against her skin. Since her parent’s hadn’t gotten around to redoing her bathroom with a spa showerhead, she settled for hard pressure and hot temperatures.
 
   And she wasn’t disappointed.
 
   The night before swirled down the drain. She wouldn’t allow herself to wonder. After all, if he was so interested in her, where had he been? Why did he run away? Both answers she wanted to know, eventually.
 
   She didn’t have time to dwell. A navy blue dress express shipped to the bridal shop waited her arrival. Allison threw on a pair of khakis, a coral crew neck sweater, and brown flats and dashed from the house with wet hair trailing behind her.
 
   The car ride downtown helped clear her mind. She didn’t want to think about men, moms or pretend engagements. Her focus needed to be on the wedding, which took place in two days. She needed to survive two days.
 
   Allison found a metered spot across the street from the historic building. During the week, the streets were not as empty as the previous night. A once thriving city became more related to a ghost town than a metropolis. If she honestly considered moving back home, were there marketing positions still left in the city?
 
   She pulled open the door to the bridal shop leaving the what-if question behind. The traffic in the shop was slower. She stepped up to the window and gave the attendant her name and the correct wedding party name.
 
   Minutes later, a woman holding a piece of paper greeted Allison and ushered her to the elevators. The same man tipped his golf style flat cap toward Allison, slid the metal door shut, and cranked the lever. The elevator rattled upward, slowly climbing toward the third floor. Riding in an elevator with strangers unnerved her. What was protocol? Should she make small talk? Or did the workers talk enough to bubbly brides that the quiet ride on the elevator secured their sanity.
 
   The door dinged open. Allison followed the woman in the white uniform to a dressing room. She hesitantly stepped inside remembering what happened the last time she’d emerged from one.
 
   She scanned the yellowing white walls of the eight-foot by eight-foot box. A garment bag hung from a hook beside a full-length mirror. Her fingers fumbled with the zipper as she silently prayed for the right dress to be inside. She slid open the bag and sighed with relief. Allison undressed quickly and slid the silky blue material on.
 
   “Hun, you need some help with that zipper?” A woman’s voice called from behind the curtain.
 
   “Wow. You have great timing.” Allison backed out to the woman, with her hands clutching the front of the dress to her chest.
 
   Once the zipper secured the dress around her, Allison relaxed and loosened her hold. The dress stayed put. Wonderful.
 
   “Come out to the larger mirror to make sure it looks okay. You can’t see much in the dressing rooms.”
 
   The woman in white placed a hand at Allison’s back, guiding her to the waiting room. She scanned the area for a mirror, not paying attention to others milling around.
 
   She stepped up in front of the mirror, turning from side to side, making sure everything looked right. Scattered navy beads lined the fitted bodice while a chiffon skirt flowed to an inch above her knees. She didn’t hate the dress. She wasn’t sure if she’d ever wear it again but she didn’t hate it.
 
   Allison rose up on her toes pretending she wore heels.
 
   “You look really nice,” a familiar deep voice said.
 
   Strong arms caught her as she fell from spinning around to find Ryan.
 
   “What are you doing here?” She looked up into his familiar brown eyes.
 
   Ryan held her gaze, keeping a close hold on her body. Allison smelled his familiar musk from the night before. She resisted closing her eyes to nuzzle closer.
 
   His hands squeezed her arms before pushing her upright.
 
   “I was next door picking up my tuxedo when I saw you. I thought since I was right here, I’d stop in. Plus, it couldn’t hurt to make sure you got the right dress.”
 
   “Ha, ha.”
 
   Allison faced the mirror. She ran a hand down the length of the dress flattening out any upturned hems. “Thanks.”
 
   He tipped an imaginary hat and smiled. “Now, hurry up, change and let’s grab a bite.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Electric energy zapped along her skin trying to force her to run back to her dressing room. She planted a smile on her face and walked with her hands clenched at her back. She flung the curtain closed and tore the dress from her body. She threw it back on the hanger and without snagging any material zipped the black bag closed.
 
   Breathe. It was lunch with an old friend. If someone saw them, there’d be nothing nefarious to tell her fiancé.
 
   Minutes later, she emerged with the dress safely secured in the bag with a tamed down smile on her face. “Ready?”
 
   Allison followed Ryan in her Accord. He offered to drive but she wanted to avoid a return trip into the city. She also wanted to prevent being in an enclosed space with the man. Besides his smile, his cologne did funny things to her train of thought.
 
   A short shot down Highway 44, Allison and Ryan found parking spots less than a block away from the small coffee house located on a corner in South St. Louis. She hadn’t visited the caffeine haven in over a year. The wonderful aroma of roasted beans blasted her senses as she passed by Ryan holding open the door for her. The long counter offered multi colored bar stools while table seating took up two floors. Ryan placed his hand at her back and ushered her to the counter. They each placed an order for sandwiches and lattes.
 
   With drinks in hand, the two found a quiet spot on the second floor by a window overlooking the park across the street. Trees dipped in red, yellow, orange and fading green scattered throughout the park covering up the browning grass beneath. Joggers and walkers made their way beneath the canopy of colors along black paved paths. Between the shedding branches, the red and white top of a pavilion dating back to the World’s Fair in 1904 peeked out inviting people in for a mid-fall picnic.
 
   The two eased into black chairs. Ryan placed a vase of flowers on the table, indicating to the staff where to deliver their chicken salad sandwich order.
 
   “I haven’t been here in a while,” Allison said, peering out the window.
 
   “Once they did the remodel, it hasn’t changed much. In fact, I think most of the staff is the same.”
 
   “You know, I was thinking the blonde girl at the counter looked familiar. Well, I’m glad it’s still here.”
 
   “Me, too. I come here maybe once every two weeks for lunch. Or I try to hit it in the morning for coffee.”
 
   “Really. Where do you work?”
 
   “My office is over in the Central West End, down off of Kingshighway Boulevard. I just shoot down the highway from my house, hit here, then down Grand and cut across.”
 
   “I either take the bus or grab a cab. Must be nice to drive to work.”
 
   “Sometimes.”
 
   “What exactly do you do?”
 
   “Sports marketing.”
 
   “Oh, you studied marketing in college?” She’d no idea they went to school for the same career. She assumed Lynette knew as much. One more detail Allison discovered while at home.
 
   “Yeah. Adam said you do some type of marketing in Chicago.” Ryan brought his white wide mouthed mug to his lips.
 
   When he sat the cup down, he wrapped his hands around the perimeter.
 
   “The company I work for does event marketing but I don’t do all the traveling to sites. I’m more of in-house support and coordination.” Allison offered.
 
   “Do you like it?” His question was a simple one but for Allison, it became a tough one to answer. Instead of hiding what she wanted to tell her mother or her brother, her guard weakened for Ryan.
 
   “Yes and no. And if you tell Adam about this, I’ll hunt you down and kill you.”
 
   Ryan threw up his hands with palms facing her. A smile tugged at the corners of his lips. She pushed away the notion of it meaning anything more than a response to her threat.
 
   “When I first arrived in Chicago, I was totally scared. New job, new city, new life all in a matter of days but as the months wore on, I adjusted. Just farther away from home. I enjoy what I do. I like the challenge facing me each day. Finding something new and exciting for our team to do in order to get our customer’s name out there to the public gets me worked up. Except the long days are taking their toll. My mother is right. I have no life up there.”
 
   “I’m sure George is enough to fill your…nights.”
 
   His tone suggested his comment as more of a question than statement.
 
   Allison paused to enjoy a sip from her latte. Warm spicy cinnamon and smooth vanilla coated her throat before filling her belly. She closed her eyes for a second, loving the homey feeling the coffee offered. She needed a good book in her hands to complete the scene.
 
   Truth was, George did fill her nights but not in the way Ryan insinuated. And not in the way Allison longed.
 
   “Yes, George is great. He’s my best friend.”
 
   “Is Adam willing to give up that role?”
 
   “I don’t think I gave him a choice when I moved to Chicago after school.” Allison paused to take another sip of her coffee.
 
   “Do you ever think about moving back?”
 
   “I have to admit, I miss home. I didn’t think I did. Coming home and spending time with everyone, crazy as they are, makes me want to move back. But I don’t want to rush things. And do I really want to quite a job I’m really good at just because I miss my family? If I do come back, do I…I mean, we move home for a bit until we each find jobs. And what if George doesn’t want to move?” Remembering her faux fiancé was getting hard.
 
   “I’m sure there are marketing jobs in St. Louis. In fact, my company is hiring.”
 
   A bald gentleman with a race T-shirt arrived beside their table with two plates in his hands. “Here ya go. Need anything else?” When they shook their heads, he removed the vase from their table and headed back down the stairs.
 
   “You keep saying your company? Are you meaning in a team player kind of way.” Allison asked before taking a bite from her croissant sandwich.
 
   “That and as in my company kind of way.” Ryan’s brown eyes sparkled at his admission.
 
   A small piece of creamy sauce covered chicken stuck in her throat. Allison managed to cough it away without choking to death. She sucked down what remained of her glass of water trying to hold off a blur of tears that lined the rims of her eyes.
 
   In a raspy voice she finally found her words, “You own it?”
 
   Ryan scooted closer during Allison’s choking fest. “Yes. Why? Is that so shocking?”
 
   “No. I’m just surprised my brother never mentioned the fact we do the same thing for a living and you own a marketing firm. He wants me to move back, I’d thought he’d had mentioned that minor detail.”
 
   Ryan shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it never came up. And besides, we haven’t seen each other in years. He probably thought you’d forgotten about…me.”
 
   His words hung in the air along with the smell of coffee. She glanced around. The upper level of the coffee house sat vacant. Their late lunch provided them with an intimate setting. Private. Space to rehash or relive.
 
   “Adam and I talk about different things. But you’re right. You’ve never come up but it’s not because I’ve forgotten.” Her words pointed directly at him even though her eyes remained on her chicken salad and croissant. “Besides. I don’t think Adam knows about what happened…between us.”
 
   “It was a long time ago and our lives are in different places now.” Ryan’s tone bordered along the lines of cold and distant.
 
   She wanted to ask him about last night. What he meant about hoping she was unattached. Did he mean it? But she’d told George none of it mattered. Until they were resting in Chicago, she needed to keep on pretending.
 
   “I need to apologize. I shouldn’t have said anything last night. I blame the beer and loud music.” His smile didn’t reveal any ulterior motive for his retraction.
 
   Defeated and not really knowing what she expected to happen, Allison ran her napkin across her lips. “You know. I just remembered. I’ve got plans with George.” She scooted back in her chair when his hand grasped hers.
 
   “Wait Ally. Have I said something to upset you?”
 
   “No one calls me that.” She bit back.
 
   His hand gripped hers harder, holding her in place. “I’m sorry Allison. This wasn’t how I’d hoped seeing you again would be like. What happened between us was a long time ago. In the past but it doesn’t mean it was any less important. You were Allison Daughtry. My best friend’s sister.”
 
   She yanked her hand from his and rushed down the steps. Allison waved a tentative hand at the blonde behind the counter before she left into the chilly afternoon air. What had she expected to happen? After one lunch, he’d sweep her off her feet? Lavish her with kisses and promises for the future. What fairy tale world did she live in?
 
   She pulled her purse in front of her body, rooted around until she felt the familiar metal cut of the key chain. Her keys jingled in her hands as she wrapped her arms tight around her body. The air bit through her clothes and the smell of old leaves filled the air. Beneath her feet, the remnants of brown and yellow foliage crunched loud enough to hide the sound of approaching shoes.
 
   “Allison, wait.” Ryan called out behind her.
 
   “Listen it was great seeing you again and thank you for lunch.” Allison said over her shoulder. When she reached her car, Ryan grabbed her arm forcing her to turn around.
 
   Allison and Ryan stood face to face beside her car. Keys clutched in her fingers and for a brief second, she was eighteen again in her bedroom. Courage boiled in her belly, brewing lava beneath her skin.
 
   “There’s no need to thank me. I enjoy catching…” Ryan’s words cut off when Allison rushed forward with a teenage amount of courage and kissed him. Unlike their first kiss, this one ended even quicker.
 
   Ryan grabbed her arms and pushed her back. “Allison. What are you doing?”
 
   Wrenching her arms from his hold, she moved to the driver’s side door. Inside her car, the cold air kept her cheeks free to burn hot. She didn’t look back.
 
   What had she done?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   What would happen when she arrived at home? The heat of her weak moment flushed her face and rolled in her belly. Would everyone know? Would her walk of shame be visible to everyone in her house?
 
   Worse yet. Would George hate her? Their relationship was a ruse but she’d promised not to embarrass him.
 
   Allison sat in her car, staring up at her childhood home. Memories flooded back of holidays past. Birthday celebrations. Easter egg hunts. Family dinners. A life full of memories. Many included Ryan.
 
   Her sudden burst of aggression scared her. She’d never been so brazen. Their first kiss rested on both their shoulder’s even though she made the first move.
 
   Knock. Knock.
 
   Her grandmother stared through her car window. Her mouth moved but her words weren’t clear above the radio and car engine. Allison rolled down the window, filling her car with a blast of chilly air.
 
   “Are you stuck dear,” her grandmother asked. Her little body huddled close to the window. “Do I need to call 9-1-1?” Black hair and wide brown eyes peered at Allison.
 
   “No Grandma. I’m fine.”
 
   “What are you doing out here?” If it were possible, she leaned closer. “Are you doing drugs?” Her words barely above a whisper.
 
   A smile stretched across Allison’s face. “No. I don’t do drugs.”
 
   “Darn.”
 
   “Grandma! Go back inside. I’ll be in, in a second.”
 
   The barely five foot tall woman teetered into the house. Allison stared at the driveway before she turned her car off and pulled her body from the warm confines.
 
   Scents of spicy beef and lime filled her senses when she entered the house from the garage. A catchy salsa beat carried from the kitchen. Laughter and boisterous voices competed with the upbeat tunes.
 
   In the kitchen, counter tops showcased bowls of taco meat, tomatoes, lettuce, cheese and the shells to place the yummy goodness inside. A crock-pot sputtered with golden cheese alongside a heaping bowl of tortilla chips.
 
   A blender roared and crunched in the family room. Her family and George gathered around a small wet bar, anxiously watching the tequila goodness. Salted margarita glasses waited for the spinning concoction.
 
   Allison leaned against the hard door molding stifling a laugh at the sight of her mother shaking her hips to the Mexican beat while Adam and Sarah pretended to tango across the room. Her mother needed a red rose for her hair to match the eclectic design of her floor length skirt. Allison’s father dipped a finger into the blender, tasted what he made and added a splash of the golden tequila. When he was done, he filled glasses halfway with the frozen treat.
 
   “Did I miss something? Is it Cinco De Mayo?” Allison remained in the doorway enjoying watching her family, George and Sarah.
 
   “Allison!” They cheered her name in unison. George acted like he was in a conga line and danced to her. “Here. You can have mine. I’ve had two already.”
 
   The salt bit at her tongue before the sweetness filled her mouth. “Mmmm. Two? I wasn’t gone that long.” Another sip passed her lips. “Man, I needed that.”
 
   “Why? Wrong dress again?”
 
   Her mother snuck beside the couple. A margarita clutched in her hand. “What? Allison. You didn’t, did you?” Her mother’s voice carried over the rhythmic music.
 
   “George was kidding.” Allison slapped his forearm. His smile revealed everything. He knew what buttons to push and the mom button flashed red with a countdown to destruction attached. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. Those tacos and nachos won’t make themselves.”
 
   The taste of chicken salad and coffee with Ryan lingered on her tongue. She needed to erase the last hour of her life. The margarita helped.
 
   Her plate filled with tortilla chips, melted cheese, seasoned beef and salsa. Holding her plate with two hands, she nestled her drink against her body and arm. Once at the kitchen table, she eased into a chair as she placed her items down. Before she settled against the back of a chair, she stuffed a chip piled high into her mouth, releasing a flourish of flavors against her tongue. Her father danced by with a pitcher of drinks, filled her glass and shimmied onto the next.
 
   Allison shook her body to the beat of the Latin music filling the house. Before she realized, half the food on her plate disappeared along with most of her drink. Her belly filled from the spicy food and her head lightened from the alcohol. In fact, her night improved and the images from her lunch with Ryan began to fade along with her good judgment.
 
   “Ryan!” The group said his name together except for Allison. A drop of cheese crowded the corner of her mouth. The crunch from her chips drowned out by the music and cheering. Unfortunately the wide-eyed look remained on her face; unable to hide her shock and disappointment.
 
   Allison glanced around wondering where her father went with his pitcher of goodness.
 
   Ryan moved from the front door, making his rounds from Adam and Sarah to her grandmother. He wrapped her in a hug, lifting her small body from the floor before setting her back on her feet. There he spun her in and out before dipping her to finish their impromptu dance. The muscles along his arms flexed when he held Allison’s grandmother firmly within them, taking great care with her body. Watching him hold her reminded Allison of the countless nights she relived him holding her body close for a few secret moments in her room. The feel of lean muscles cording his chest beneath her fingers. The heat of his breath brushing against her flushed skin.
 
   “Dad. I need a refill.” She held her glass high above her head. Since Ryan’s arrival, the small amount of alcohol she’d consumed had the opposite effect. Instead of forgetting, her body wanted to snatch his and hideaway in her bedroom. This time, she’d make sure the door was locked and ignore who ever knocked.
 
   After her father refilled her glass and she drained half the drink, she focused her attention on her plate. She couldn’t eat the chips fast enough. When she was done, she licked her fingers contemplating adding another pile to her plate.
 
   “Hungry?” Adam slid into the seat across from her.
 
   “Yeah.” She rolled her eyes, draining her beverage.
 
   “Slow down lady. Didn’t you have enough last night?” Adam reached for her glass.
 
   Her hand held the stem and pulled it from her brother’s reach. “I’m fine. Thanks mom.” Her voice dropped to a whisper when she said mom. The last thing she wanted was to bring the woman over.
 
   Her mother, far from earshot, leaned against the marble top, running a loan finger along the edge of her glass, before licking the salt free. Her father, dressed in a Hawaiian styled shirt, watched with hooded eyes when her finger dipped between her lips. Gross.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me Ryan owned a marketing firm?”
 
   “You never asked.”
 
   “Yes, only because I had no clue to ask.”
 
   “Why does it matter? And where did you find out?” Adam stared at his sister, waiting for her answer.
 
   “I never said it did…matter. He mentioned it today…”
 
   “Wait. Today. When? Just now?” His head shot around toward his friend.
 
   With the cat jumping from the bag, she figured she’d give a little. “No. Earlier today. Over lunch.”
 
   “So you already ate and still were able to pack away a plate full of nachos? Dang sis. I’m impressed.” A glass covered his smile when he took a drink. “Don’t let Sarah know you can eat whatever and still stay small. She’ll get pissed and the last thing I need is a crabby wife.”
 
   Her brother’s comment brought a smile to Allison’s face. “Wife. Can you believe you’re getting married?”
 
   He looked past her. His face lit up. Pride filled her heart, sticking a lump in her throat. Her baby brother and marriage were notions she couldn’t help tear up about.
 
   “I can’t wait.” He whispered across the table.
 
   “This is really happening.” She grabbed his hand and squeezed. “I’m so happy for the both of you.”
 
   “I’m sorry, am I interrupting.” Sarah snuggled up beside her fiancé. Adam leaned back in his chair, offering his lap. She slid into place, wrapping her arms around his neck. Ignoring Allison, Sarah nuzzled Adam before placing her lips on his.
 
   Taking the hint, Allison removed herself from the table.
 
   Fighting against the tears and lump in her throat thinking about her brother’s upcoming nuptials, a spark of heat ran up her neck. A small part of her was jealous they’d found each other early in their lives. Allison watched firsthand as the two fell in love. High school sweethearts wasn’t a good enough label. They were epic. They completed each other. She was sure if there was a movie line to describe them, it would be “You had me at hello” from Jerry Maguire.
 
   Thinking about her brother, Allison walked to the mini bar, and stopped short. Ryan leaned against the bar with a margarita glass in his hands.
 
   “Should I be jealous?”
 
   She spun around, stopping before she spilled the remaining contents of her drink on George. “What?”
 
   “Should I act all jealous because he’s here or that your eyes haven’t left him since he arrived?”
 
   “No on both accounts. There’s nothing to be jealous about…really.”
 
   “Well, that doesn’t sound so convincing. Spill chic.” George pulled her toward an end of the couch, farthest from the bar. They sat close; their legs touching.
 
   Allison leaned in, hoping their closeness appeared intimate to whoever noticed. She whispered to George about her lunch date and the embarrassment that followed. Her stomach knotted as she relived her one moment of courage, which resulted in failure.
 
   When she was done, George sat back, staring at her with wide blue eyes. “What do I do? Act like nothing happened? I need some guidance here. Do I storm off leaving you to tell why?”
 
   She held his hands in hers, holding them in her lap. “I’m sorry but I think it’s best if you don’t do anything. Forget about it. I know I will.”
 
   Pulling a hand free, he tucked a stray length of hair behind her ear. “No, I should be the one that’s sorry.”
 
   “But you didn’t do anything,” Allison said.
 
   “True but I can see how hard this is for you. Family is tough. I get it. Mine is worse.”
 
   “You want to tell me about it?”
 
   “Not much to tell. We don’t speak often. At least not with my father. My mother and I were very close until she passed away about five years ago.”
 
   Allison wrapped her arms around George, squeezing his body with all her strength. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. You don’t talk much about them except reliving childhood memories.”
 
   “It was breast cancer and I’m okay now. I was a mess for a while there. I flunked a semester at school, lived on my own and didn’t talk to anyone. I went out clubbing all night. Went home with random guys. It was bad. But then one day, it clicked. I got my crap together and fast forward, here we are today.”
 
   The couple sunk deeper into the couch. Allison clutched George’s hand in hers. “What about your father?”
 
   “It’s like any Hallmark movie. Guy figures out he’s gay. Tells his family. Father can’t handle it and ignores son. Except, mine didn’t have a happy ending. No epiphany. No big hug before the credits roll. I’m the youngest by eight years and I’m not as close to my brothers and sisters. I went to college and remained very close to my mom. Her cancer was sudden, not leaving much time for treatment. I sat with her every day when my father or my siblings weren’t there and I think that time together allowed me to heal from his rejection. We still aren’t close but I visit him on holidays. I send the occasional card; remembering his birthday and their anniversary. He’s retired now and spends most of his time sitting at home or driving up to the lake to fish. I think he prefers it that way. He likes being alone. Sometimes I like being alone.”
 
   Allison fought back the tears. His confession was his moment and she wasn’t going to cry. If anybody needed to, it would be him. She’d be strong for him like he had for her after she was passed over for the promotion at work.
 
   “What’s with the sad faces? This is a party.” Grandma danced in front of them with a large sombrero on her head. The brim sagged low in the front almost blocking her eyes.
 
   “You are right. Let’s dance.” George jumped up, grabbed Allison’s grandmother by the hand and shimmied across the floor with her.
 
   Allison’s relationship with her family wasn’t perfect. Their love for each other was apparent. She knew the physical distance she placed between them didn’t make closing the gap easy. Even though she would never be close with her mother or Audrey, having them think for a few days that she was engaged helped ease any tension she felt around them. She’d take one for the team to keep the mood light and focus on her brother and his wedding.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Eep,” Allison yelped.
 
   “That was priceless.” Adam looked down on her limp body lying on the floor.
 
   Allison’s eyes shot open wide when she realized who was speaking. “Adam?” She rubbed the newly forming bump on the back of her head. “What the heck? What are you doing here?”
 
   “I don’t know what is causing you to make that I just smelled something nasty face but knock it off. This is my room. You’re in my room.”
 
   Her eyes went wide. The view from the floor was distorted and she hadn’t been in Adam’s room since high school but things began to look familiar.
 
   “Why am I in here?” She eased herself into a sitting position. Her head spun a few rounds but she managed to not make a mad dash for the closest trashcan.
 
   Adam wrapped his body in the blankets from the bed and fell to the floor beside Allison. He pulled a small section free for her to use. “You honestly don’t remember anything from last night?”
 
   Her eyes shot open and then closed from the pain radiating along her temples. “Oh my…what the hell.” With the covers pulled over her head, she let out a moan. “My head.”
 
   “Um, yeah. That’s what happens when someone drinks like five of Dad’s margaritas.”
 
   Allison sat up quickly, allowing the blanket to fall from her head. She regretted the action. “Five?” Her voice croaked.
 
   “That’s what Dad thinks. He lost count after a while. I’m sure he’s nursing a hangover too.”
 
   “Did you sit back and watch?”
 
   “Pretty much.” A devilish smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth.
 
   “Okay, so I drank too much. That doesn’t explain why I’m in here.” Wanting to block out the small crack of morning light pouring through the window blinds, Allison sunk back against the floor, pulling the covers with her.
 
   Adam grabbed two pillows from his bed, tucked one beneath Allison’s head before he followed suit and lay beside her. He secured the cover beneath his chin, leaving his face clear. A dusting of morning stubble kissed along his jaw line. Brown eyes returned her stare. Memories of waking up in the same manner, minus the hangover, rushed back to her. Even as little kids, they’d take turns camping out in each other’s room. Only until they were older and they stayed at other friends’ houses did their mini sleepovers cease to exist.
 
   “Well, when you tried to start a conga line with Grandma, she said you needed to find someplace else to sleep.”
 
   “But it’s my room.” Her voice held a scratchy squeak. Thinking about her grandmother, Allison couldn’t help to remember the older woman dancing with Ryan and imagining herself replacing her grandmother. Before her thoughts ran away from her, she shook her head, forcing herself to forget the dance. The movement caused her to cringe from the pain.
 
   “And since Mom wouldn’t let you sleep in George’s room, mine was the next best place.”
 
   “What about the couch?”
 
   “Ryan’s on the couch.”
 
   For the second time in a matter of minutes, Allison shot up from the floor. Her head swooned and protested. She pushed against her temples trying to stop the snare drum thumping.
 
   “What?” Her voice barely above a whisper.
 
   “Yeah. I’m not sure what happened or if Dad made the two of yours drinks stronger or maybe you were having a drinking competition without inviting anybody else but he seemed to match you sip for sip.” Adam, having better control over his body, sat up, pushing his back against the side of his bed. “What was up with you two, anyway?”
 
   Her hands covered her face, trying to pretend the pain was too much for her to handle when all she wanted to do was cover the heat rising along her skin. “Um,” she said through her fingers. “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   Behind her fingers, Allison felt her brother’s brown eyes boring into her hands causing her temperature to rise higher. Heat travelled from her face to her neck before it kick started a fire in her belly.
 
   Her brother would see straight through any lie she attempted to tell him. After all these years, did she have the strength to tell him what happened? Or how she thought about Ryan whenever she was alone in her bed?
 
   Would he hate her?
 
   Her hands, slicked in sweat, inched down her face. As she had assumed, his stare bore into her.
 
   “Um yeah.” He challenged her to continue.
 
   With her hands completely away from her face, she busied herself pinching the creases and folds in the blanket. The blue cotton blanket worn and soft beneath her touch.
 
   “Nothing much, really. I started to tell you last night. I ran into Ryan when I was getting my dress and we had lunch.”
 
   He raised one eyebrow daring her to try to stop her confession.
 
   The lump in her throat slid slowly down to the fire in her belly. “And when we were done, we went our separate ways.” Her words spoke volumes of truth. Six years ago and yesterday mimicked each other and both similarities brought a smile filled with irony to her lips.
 
   “Why don’t I believe you? You’ve never held back from me before, why now? Does this have to do with George?”
 
   Now it was her turn to raise an eyebrow in surprise. “George? Why would my drunken fest have anything to do with him?” She hated how perceptive he was. Damn her brother.
 
   “All I know is you show up to my wedding with a guy that you’ve only mentioned a few times over email and now you’re engaged to him. I don’t know, Al. That seems a little…rushed. I mean how well do you know him and do you really think he’s right for you.”
 
   “I’ve known George since my first day at work. He started a few weeks before me. We instantly hit it off and he’s been my only form of support in Chicago. Trust me, he’s a really good guy.” Allison knew she was being truthful and her brother wouldn’t catch her in a lie…yet.
 
   “I never said he wasn’t a nice guy. In fact, I think he’s great but is he the right guy for you?” His tone indicated more than his words. She wondered what he really meant but she wasn’t brave enough to ask.
 
   “We have a great time together.”
 
   “So. I have a great time with a lot of people but you don’t see me marrying them.”
 
   “Yeah well we can’t all be lucky to meet the love of our life in high school,” she snipped at him. Truth was, at one point she thought she’d found her true love in Ryan in high school. Of course her feelings were one sided. She was beginning to think marriage wasn’t in the cards for her.
 
   “Nice try in changing the subject. You had lunch with Ryan. What else happened?”
 
   Adam caught her.
 
   Avoiding his penetrating gaze, Allison pulled herself from the carpet and stood on unsure feet. The room spun and her stomach threatened to empty itself on his bedroom floor. The room smelled of her brother’s cologne which normally reminded her of home but she swallowed down the bile burning the back of her throat. She fell on top of her brother’s bed, letting her eyes slide shut.
 
   She needed grease and copious amounts of coffee. Both were located on the lower level of the house. Where Ryan slept. On her family’s couch.
 
   “You can try and pretend you’re too sick to talk but I’m not stupid. Something is going on and I’m not letting you leave until you tell me.”
 
   Once again, her brother stared down on her. He wasn’t going to let her leave. She was at a disadvantage not only with his size but being unable to stand would make any sort of fight to leave his room tough.
 
   Allison couldn’t help but wonder when Adam became a bully.
 
   She closed her eyes again, thinking the truth wouldn’t be as hard to reveal if she wasn’t staring directly at him. “Fine. There might have been tension.”
 
   “And why, exactly, would there be tension.”
 
   “Ugh,” she moaned into the air. “I kissed him.”
 
   The weight she carried didn’t vanish with her confession. In fact, pressure continued to rest upon her shoulders. She squeezed her eyes tight, hoping, Adam didn’t make a big deal.
 
   “You what,” his voice carried and Allison wondered who in the house heard.
 
   She pulled in a deep breath, readying herself for the ultimate confession. “Ryan and I kind of made out one night…here…before we left for college. No big deal really, except I’d had the biggest crush ever on him. You knocked on my door, interrupting us. Ryan bailed and I never heard from him again. The next day, I went off to school and apparently he went off with Lynette.”
 
   “And you never came back home,” Adam added.
 
   “Right. Anyway, the other night at the club, he tells me he’d hoped I’d come home for your wedding unattached. And I was shocked.”
 
   “But you’re with George.” Adam added.
 
   Allison wasn’t sure if he was making a statement or asking a question.
 
   “Yes, I’m with George. Then I run into him yesterday, we have lunch and it all feels really…familiar. He apologizes for what he said. I go to leave and he walks me to my car and I’m not sure what happened but I kiss him.”
 
   “What!”
 
   “Sshh. I kissed him. He pushed me away and I came home. Please don’t say anything. Especially to George. I’d hate to embarrass him. I’ll tell him when we get back home.” She hated adding to the lie but if her brother liked her fake fiancé at all, she hoped for his sake, he’d keep his mouth shut. The more people aware of her secret, the harder it became to keep it.
 
   “I don’t understand why you kissed him when you’re with someone else.”
 
   “I know. I suck. You don’t have to remind me. I love George,” like a friend “and the last thing I’d ever want to do is hurt him. I had a weak moment where I wanted to know if I was missing out on something. Like I said. I’m terrible.”
 
   The bed dipped from Adam sitting down. He lay back, keeping his feet planted on the floor. The warmth from his body, rested along the side of her body. She was happy to finally share a secret with Adam but she hated keeping more from him. But she couldn’t risk embarrassing George. Her lips remained sealed and definitely away from Ryan’s.
 
   “That explains a lot.”
 
   Allison turned her head, staring into her brother’s eyes. “What explains a lot?”
 
   “Why for the past six years, no matter what him and I were talking about, Ryan’s always found a way to ask about you.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Sweat slicked the hand holding the doorknob. She glanced both ways down the hall, making sure no one saw. She pushed the door open and slid inside.
 
   “Good morning sunshine. Here to give your honey a real good morning?” George’s voice laden with sleep sounded chipper for the early hour.
 
   Allison didn’t say a word, climbing beneath the blanket, tucking it under her chin.
 
   “You realize I was kidding, right?” George faced her. Resting on his side, he lounged against his arm, keeping his body facing Allison.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “What’s going on then?” His free arm smoothed the covers between them before he laid it flat on top. “You seem a little…I don’t know…not you.”
 
   “First, I’m hung over.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s obvious.”
 
   “And I had to sleep in my brother’s room because my grandmother thought I’d molest her or something.” Allison pushed past the pain and rolled her eyes. She needed to write some of the crap her grandmother said to keep around for a rainy day.
 
   “I have to say. I love that woman. She’s great. And a hoot.” George’s laugh rolled from his tongue with ease. Allison loved his laugh. His chuckle brought a smile to her face, which she regretted as the movement of her cheeks brought on another round of pain shooting through her temples.
 
   “Stop. It hurts to smile…and laugh…and breathe.”
 
   “Fine. Are you going to tell me what’s bothering you?”
 
   Once the pain subsided for a minute, Allison risked a peak at George. His brilliant blue eyes gazed back at her. His blonde hair stood up in a cool, I just woke up with sexy hairstyle. She imagined hers stood up in back with one side matted to her head in a come hither and let me kill you with my demon breath look.
 
   “Ryan’s sleeping on the couch.” Her tone remained flat. She didn’t want to make the fake situation even worse for George by getting all stupid girl on him about her crush sleeping in her house. Truth was. She desperately wanted to rush downstairs and spy on him but that idea bordered on stalker territory. An area she wanted to avoid.
 
   “Really? I guess I went to bed before I was aware of that tad bit of information. It makes sense though. You two were pretty drunk.”
 
   “So I’ve heard from Adam.” Her words came across muffled the more she dropped her mouth below the line of covers. George’s bed remained warm from his night’s sleep and the small cocoon she’d created begged her to sleep. “How bad was I?” She didn’t dare bring up Ryan’s inebriated state.
 
   “There was the conga line.”
 
   “Yes, I’m aware.” Allison held back a groan. Conga? Really?
 
   “Then you tried to do the limbo but your mother refused to let you use the broom.”
 
   “Ugh. Go on.”
 
   “My personal favorite was you pulling me to the center of the room and grabbing my butt when we danced. I wasn’t a fan of the grabbing. It was you telling me how pretty I was and how happy you were to have me in your life that I enjoyed.”
 
   Forcing through the pain she looked up. George smiled back at her and she noticed he enjoyed himself way too much on her behalf.
 
   “You keep buttering me up like that and I might just marry you for real.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. Anything else I should prepare myself for?”
 
   “Hmm. Let me think. No, I don’t think so. I was actually impressed. Even drunk, you seemed to keep yourself away from Ryan and you didn’t spill the beans.”
 
   “Knock. Knock. George? Can I come in?” Allison’s mother called from the closed door.
 
   “Crap,” she whispered.
 
   “Are you decent?” Her mother eased the door open, keeping a hand covering her eyes.
 
   Allison sat up straight in bed, pulling the covers with her. She wore a pair of her brother’s old sweatpants and a T-shirt of his. “Mom.”
 
   Her mother’s hand fell from her eyes to find Allison and George in bed. Together. Alone. Her brown eyes bugged out matching the shape her lips made. She looked behind her and stepped into the room, shutting the door.
 
   “Allison,” she snapped. “What in the world are you doing in here?”
 
   “Mom, relax. I didn’t sleep in here. I stayed in Adam’s room after grandma kicked me out. I just woke up and came in here to check on George.
 
   “But you’re in bed.”
 
   “Mrs. Daughtry, I promise, nothing nefarious happened in here last night. Allison is telling the truth. She just got in here and she is nursing one hell of a hangover. That’s why she’s in bed.”
 
   “Thank you George but don’t say the h word.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”
 
   Her mother tiptoed over to the bed. In her hand she held a small navy blue box. She began to sit on the edge of the bed but stopped as if the idea of sitting on a bed where an unmarried couple rested was a sin.
 
   “Um, well. I was hoping to do this with just George, but since you’re in here,” her voice emphasized you’re. “I might as well include you also, Allison.”
 
   George matched Allison’s pose and sat with his back to the headboard. His covers stretched across his lap with his hands resting on top. Allison was thankful for small touches. Who knew what her mother would’ve done if he’d kept his hands unseen.
 
   “Here.” Mrs. Daughtry shoved the box at George.
 
   “Gee, Mrs. Daughtry. You shouldn’t have. I didn’t get you anything.” He accepted the box and angled his body to Allison. “Why didn’t you tell me to bring a present?”
 
   Allison shrugged. He was on his own. She hadn’t a clue for the reason behind her mother’s gift or what was in the box.
 
   The box clicked as he pulled the lid open. Allison noticed his eyebrows raise and then dip toward the center of his face. “I don’t understand,” he said.
 
   Allison’s mother moved to the end of the bed and sat on the corner. She crossed her legs and laid her grasped hands in her lap. “That’s my mother’s ring. When Audrey became engaged, we offered her Grandma Daughtry’s engagement ring for her to use as either part of her set or she could just keep it. Then when Adam got engaged, Grandma offered Grandpa’s ring, which I think he’s using as his wedding band. And now with Allison, I’d like her to have my mother’s ring. I wore it on my wedding day and on special occasions but I thought you could wear it now, if it fits, since you two haven’t purchased a ring yet.”
 
   “Oh mom…”
 
   “I know you said you’re keeping it a secret at work. Well, this isn’t work. We’re family and you don’t have to hide from us. This way you have something to wear and show that you two are together during the rehearsal and wedding. Unless…of course…there’s another reason.”
 
   Allison couldn’t help but hear skepticism in her tone. Did she know something? Had she been eavesdropping? Or did she simply not like George?
 
   “No mom…I don’t know.”
 
   “Well, I do.” George chimed in. “Thank you Mrs. Daughtry. It’s lovely and we really appreciate this wonderful gift. Don’t we Allison?” He reached over and grabbed her hand in his. His squeeze begged her to comply and play along. After all, isn’t this what she’d wanted?
 
   “Yes, you’re right. Thank you, mom.”
 
   Mrs. Daughtry stared with a smile sweeter than sugar cookies plastered across her face. Her eyes darted from the blue box to Allison’s hand and back again. “Well?”
 
   George followed the track her vision made with his own eyes. His mouth dropped when he realized what Allison’s mother hinted.
 
   “Oh. You want me to.” He pointed to himself and then to Allison.
 
   “Could you? Since I didn’t get to be there for the actual moment, it would really mean a lot to me.”
 
   “Sure. Yeah.” George pulled himself from the bed, dragging Allison behind him to the side of the bed he’d existed. Once there, he tugged her legs to the edge, causing her to sit up with her feet on the floor. She stared at the two of them, wondering what they were talking about.
 
   It wasn’t until George kneeled on the floor in front of her that realization turned a light bulb in her head. Her eyes shot wide and her jaw dropped. She quickly covered her mouth with her hand and looked between her mother and George.
 
   She couldn’t believe what her mother asked. And for George to agree. No one could blame him. Allison asked for his help and now they were faced with the ultimate test.
 
   “Allison Daughtry. Will you marry me?”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   A large crucifix hung above the altar. Allison sat in a back pew watching the priest dressed in street clothes give directions. Sarah and Adam held hands asking questions. Heads nodded and hands waved. Sarah and Allison’s mother moved in and out of the rows, hanging ribbons, bows and flowers. White Calla Lilies wrapped in greenery and navy blue ribbon hung at the ends of each pew. Taller floral sprays adorned the altar. The decorations were simple and elegant.
 
   Sarah had a simple elegance. Traits Allison knew her brother loved. Sarah’s long auburn hair wound up into a messy bun with soft tendrils framing her face. She wore a light tan pair of khakis, carnation pink sweater set and ballet flats all accentuating her slender build. Allison, along with others in the church, witnessed the bride pointing out places in the church needing attention.
 
   Ryan leaned against the front pew, steps away from Adam and Sarah. He hadn’t tried to speak with Allison or look her way. The idea of him withholding his attention forced her to look his way more often than necessary.
 
   But Allison was to blame for the lack of attention.
 
   Her grandmother’s ring weighted her hand to her lap. The center diamond appeared to be more than a carat. Never wearing more than an occasional pearl ring, she wasn’t sure how to tell the size of a diamond. Surrounding the round cut, a ring of sapphires sparkled like sunlight hitting the ocean. The jewels winked at her beneath the soft glow of the overhead light.
 
   Allison’s skin still held a hint of heat watching George rest on one knee as her mother stood close by. She didn’t know what she expected. Her friend taking their agreement to the lengths he went wasn’t what she’d imagined. They were official. She looked to her right and grabbed his hand. He was a good friend. A great friend she began to feel she didn’t deserve. How could she repay him? He not only agreed to the lie but was also stepping into the roll with eyes wide open.
 
   In the church, the urge to jump up and spill the truth was overwhelming. Except now, with a ring, her grandmother’s ring, wrapped around her finger, she was trapped. Forced to play out what she’d started unless she embarrassed them both, risking their friendship.
 
   “This is your family’s church?” George whispered.
 
   She nodded, taking in the familiar surroundings.
 
   Allison stretched her legs beneath the pew in front of her and yawned. George patted her leg but the soothing motion did nothing to revive her senses. The long week took its toll on her body. Keeping up appearance was exhausting.
 
   “You know. If mom catches you sleeping in church, she’ll pinch your ear.” Audrey’s voice leaned in close and whispered. Her familiar lavender scent invaded Allison’s space. “She used to bust you and Adam all the time. I remember one time she scared you so bad you yelled out in church. Thank goodness it was during the singing. I even got in trouble for laughing at you.”
 
   Allison rubbed her ear. As a young girl, she figured if she wore earrings, her mom wouldn’t think about tugging on her. She was wrong. Wearing jewelry made the situation worse.
 
   “Seeing you get yelled at made it all worth it.” Allison kept her focus aimed at the front of church.
 
   George leaned forward, staring across Allison. “We haven’t talked much, Audrey. I’d love to hear more stories about my wife to be.”
 
   “I’m sure my sister is busy. Maybe some other time,” Allison snapped.
 
   Minutes ticked by as the two sisters watched the preparations around them. The women’s club of the church hustled around, following their mother as she pointed out directions. Sarah and Adam continued to discuss details with the priest. The remainder of the wedding party milled around waiting to be told what to do.
 
   “Why didn’t you ever come to me with your problems?” Audrey asked, breaking their silence.
 
   “What do you mean?” Allison begged for the line of questioning to end. “I…uh.” Her words felt foreign on her tongue when speaking to her sister about anything. She tried to grab George’s hand before he slid to the end of the pew, taking his cue to leave.
 
   Audrey placed her arm along the backrest. “Like when you were in high school. Why didn’t we have girl talk? Why didn’t you come to me with your boy problems? Instead you went to Adam for everything.”
 
   “By the time I had boy problems, you were off to college. Adam and I were closer. We shared friends. We hung out together. He was my best friend. I’m sure if he were older and you were younger, it might have been different.” Although, Allison doubted as much. “Besides, we had nothing in common.”
 
   “That might be true but you never tried.”
 
   “Yeah, I could say the same about you. Plus, you were too bossy.”
 
   “I had to be. I was the oldest and left in charge all the time.” Allison kept her body closed to her sister; her posture stiff. It wasn’t that Allison tried to be rude. The truth was she wasn’t sure how to look at her sister and have a conversation. Especially one so emotionally charged.
 
   “I’d like to make up for lost time, Allison.” Her sister’s hand rested on her shoulder.
 
   “That would be nice.” Allison added, knowing in her heart she spoke the truth. The two women weren’t close but they were sisters. “But we don’t have much in common. You’re married with kids. I’m none of those things. I can’t chat about daycares or diapers.”
 
   “Yes, but you’re engaged now. We can talk wedding, colors and hairstyles. Soon we can talk babies and PTO.”
 
   “We can try.” Allison’s slid against the polished wooden seat, making the turn toward her sister easy. If only everything involving her sister were as easy.
 
   “Great. And besides, I don’t talk about daycares and diapers. My kids are in school. They use restrooms like you and me. Geesh Allison, you need to be a little more involved with your nieces and nephews.” She threw up her hands, shaking her head with a smile on her face. “Not that I’m criticizing or judging. Just pointing out a fact to my sister, who I love and care about. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Audrey turned her body to face the front of church. Sarah and Adam walked toward the back, hand in hand. “They really are cute together, aren’t they?”
 
   “Yep.” Allison’s response was halfhearted. She wasn’t looking at her brother. Instead, her eyes followed the dark haired guy behind them. Why did she let him affect her so much? After all these years, she’d hoped her feelings for Ryan had faded along with the bubble skirts she wore her senior year. Instead, seeing him again standing beside her brother reminded her of all the times the two walked the halls together, tossing a football and goofing off like guys did in high school. Their smiles formed easily on their lips since life was simple. Compared to adulthood, high school was easy.
 
   Sarah stopped at their pew. “You two ready? We’re going to run through it one time and then head off to dinner.”
 
   “Okay,” they said together.
 
   The couple passed along with Ryan before Allison and Audrey rose from their seats. Her sister leaned in close and said, “I think it’s funny how he’s always looking at you like you two have a secret.”
 
   “Yeah, real funny.”
 
   Allison crossed the paths of the rows of pews to the heavy wooden doors. Wedding music bounced off the high ceilings, drowning out more of her sister’s opinions.
 
   She took her place in line beside Ryan. Heat radiated along her neck and she wished she’d worn a turtleneck to hide her feelings. Better yet, a paper bag would have done the trick as well.
 
   Pachelbel’s Cannon in D flowed seamlessly from the speaker. Allison noticed a head bob up and down behind the church’s piano. She guessed everybody needed practice.
 
   She glanced around the sanctuary, the faces of her family members lit up as the wedding party took their turns down the aisle.
 
   “You ready?” Ryan’s words fluttered with a speckle of mint beside her ear. A chill ran down her spine, erasing the previous warmth. He stepped forward, offering a bent arm. A mix of blue multi-stripes folded into a cuff resting along the crook of his arm. Her hand slid along the cotton fabric, her fingers kissed the skin of his arms the shirtsleeve didn’t cover. The touch sent a flutter of tingles from her hand to her toes. She glanced in his direction hoping for any sign of a reaction on his face besides the tensing of the muscle in his arm. Nothing.
 
   The wedding coordinator pointed to the couple when it was their turn to proceed down the aisle. Allison’s nerves took hold but she did her best to match Ryan’s rhythm when he stepped forward.
 
   She imagined her own wedding day. Something she hadn’t done since her sister’s special day. Would she wear white, ecru or eggshell? Hair up? Hair down?
 
   All minor and silly questions when she didn’t have a who to walk with.
 
   At the altar, Ryan stepped away leaving Allison to find her own place in line with the other ladies. He always seemed to be leaving or walking away from her.
 
   She glanced out across the church where George sat in the back smiling. She focused on his face throughout the practice instead of listening to the priest and wedding planner go over the final details.
 
   When the pretend ceremony ended, the guys and girls once again paired off and made their way back down the aisle. This time when Allison wove her arm through Ryan’s he placed a hand atop her’s.
 
   “Wow. That’s a pretty ring.” He raised his hand, peering down at Allison’s newest addition.
 
   A lump formed in her throat. She desperately wanted to run away and hide. She couldn’t catch a break. First, he confesses how he wanted her to come into town as a single woman. Next, she molested him on a public street when she’s supposed to be engaged. Third, they apparently had a drinking contest causing him to sleep on her couch. And finally, when she hoped to avoid any more embarrassing conversations or moments with him, he noticed her ring. Was there a sign above her head that said, hey, look at my finger. I’m a taken woman?
 
   “Thank you. My mother gave it to me this morning. It was her mother’s.”
 
   “That’s nice. Family heirlooms are nice.” His tone screamed he was trying to ease the tension.
 
   “Listen. I’m sorry about yesterday. Can we just forget about it?” Ryan’s shirt was smooth beneath her rough grasp. “I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   His gaze held hers. The blue in his shirt brought out the contrast in is brown eyes. He opened his mouth to speak and quickly shut it before any words sounded. A pause stretched between the two before he opened his lips again. “Is everything okay between you and George?”
 
   His question caught her off guard. Sure. He’d assume the only reason she’d kiss him was because they were having problems. Could he not fathom a woman wanting to kiss him because she was stupidly, crazy in love with him?
 
   What would she say? Lie again for the hundredth time. Tell him the truth. Conflicted, she settled on whatever came out first. “Yeah, I guess. I mean…sure.”
 
   “You don’t sound so sure.” His face softened and if she didn’t watch herself, she’d be kissing him again.
 
   “Don’t worry about me. I’m good. Things are good.” She looked over her shoulder to find George waiting by a set of double doors leading from the sanctuary. “I’ve got to go. I’ll see you at the rehearsal dinner.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She didn’t look back. An engaged woman wouldn’t look back, she told herself. She repeated her words a few times until she wasn’t able to look back to see him.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
    
 
   Since it was customary for the groom’s family to pay for the rehearsal dinner, Allison’s parent’s rented out the back room at Finnegan’s. After convincing her grandmother she was no longer drunk from the night before, Allison drove her and George the five minutes down the road from the church to the restaurant.
 
   “Where are we going again?” George asked from the back seat of Allison’s car, after giving up the front for her grandmother.
 
   “Finnegan’s. It’s this great Irish American place overlooking the river. Like fifty some years ago, a barge crane operating business used to own the building. They went out of business and the place sat empty for years. As kids, we used to ride our bikes down there and skip rocks across the water from the old docks. Of course, we’d get run off by the police if they were patrolling but we thought we were so cool.”
 
   “And when you say we, do you mean you, Adam and…Ryan?”
 
   Allison rolled her eyes watching George wink to her in the rearview mirror.
 
   “Anyway. Old man Finnegan bought the spot, put in a restaurant and they lived happily ever after. It’s really the best place in town to eat. They’ve got a large menu which includes all-American dishes as well as Irish fare. A customer could eat a cheeseburger when another guest at their table enjoyed a bowl of Irish stew. Which is really, really good, by the way.”
 
   “I wonder what your mother ordered for us to eat. I really love their bread. I hope there’s bread.”
 
   “Grandma, I don’t think you need any more carbs.” Her grandmother clinched the white paper sack on her lap.
 
   Once they arrived, they stepped into the restaurant. A young girl at the hostess stand ushered them toward the party room. A dark mahogany bar stretched along the right side of the building as they walked inside. Keeping the bar noise away from dinning guests, a frosted window divided the space. Holding onto the wood theme, round tables scattered across the plank floor with green wrapped benches staggered along the perimeter for booth seating. Shaded chandeliers in the Ireland flag colors of orange, green and white hung above the booths while the same colors were used in the votive holders sitting on the tables not attached to the walls. Rugby, soccer and Irish football framed posters and jerseys adorned the walls along the left hand side.
 
   The hostess, dressed in a black skirt that hugged her generous hips, swayed from side-to-side ushering the party of three through the main dining room. A wall of glass blocked off by wooden frames creating larger squares, separated the dining area from the party room. Pleasant aromas of spiced beef, dark ale and baked bread filled Allison’s senses as she weaved in and out of tables until they reached the open doorway to the rehearsal dinner. All three walls were lined in floor to ceiling windows offering a colorful view of the opposite side of the riverbank. Long tables wrapped in white linens stretched across the wooden planked floor. Hundreds of white votives in short glass holders scattered across every flat surface sending a warm glow around the room. Everything the light touched softened in Allison’s eyes. It was beautiful and welcoming.
 
   “There you are. We were starting to worry.” Allison’s mother came up behind her.
 
   “Sorry, dear. We had to make a stop.” Grandmother Daughtry answered, stepping in the room and placing her purse atop the table.
 
   Allison’s mom gave her a questioning look.
 
   “She wanted to stop for donuts,” Allison offered with a shrug.
 
   “At night?”
 
   “Yeah, there’s Valley Donut Shoppe in town that’s open until late at night. I think it’s because of the meth labs out west and I tried to tell her those kinds of people like to eat their sweets late at night. But she waved me off and said I was full of nonsense. So we stopped. And she bought a dozen cake donuts.” Allison turned to her grandmother who set her purse in the chair George pulled out for her. “And they weren’t even the good ones, either. I mean if you’re going to make me stop, you can at least grab a custard-filled one. But plain cake donuts. Those will be hard as rocks in the morning. And who knows what a few hours in my car will do to them.”
 
   “Who did you buy all those donuts for? You know we don’t eat that kind of stuff for breakfast, especially on the day of Adam’s wedding.” Allison’s mother used a firm tone with the elderly woman.
 
   Grandma turned facing her daughter-in-law. “I bought them for myself. You know I love my sweets.” She lifted the empty glass from her spot at the table to a passing waitress.
 
   “Eileen! What about your diabetes? You can’t eat a dozen donuts.”
 
   She waved her hand at the two women standing beside her chair. “I’ll be fine. A pastry never killed anyone. Besides, you only live once.” She sipped the glass of wine the waitress handed her. “Plus, I think Allison here needs to witness a woman letting loose. I might teach her something. Now, let’s get this party started. My sleeping meds kick-in in a few hours. Although, if I fall asleep, maybe one of these hunky men will carry me out.” She pointed a shaky finger at a group of groomsmen standing across the room. “Or our Georgey can carry me.” She patted his arm. “And Allison, if I get home before you and there’s a sock on the door, please stay out.” Grandma ran a hand down her floral print dress and sauntered as best she could on orthopedic shoes toward the men standing at the bar.
 
   Allison’s mother’s jaw dropped along with her eyes like large globes as she glanced at her daughter. “Oh my. I can’t believe some of the stuff that comes out of that woman’s mouth. I’m just glad she’s not my mother, although, I don’t think your father pays much attention to her.” Her mother stepped closer, grabbed George and her daughter’s hands and gave them a squeeze. “Will you two please make sure she makes it home tonight? Alone.”
 
   “Yes Mom,” Allison replied with a chuckle. When her mother turned and walked away, Allison couldn’t help but shake her head. The idea of her mother thinking her grandmother could actually bring home one of the wedding rehearsal guests was beyond funny.
 
   Throughout drinks and dinner, Allison kept her distance from Ryan. His concerned words about her relationship with George struck a chord. Uneasiness forced her to find him every few minutes and make sure there were at least five people between them. She was sure she’d spill the beans if he confronted her again. A few more hours and she’d be home, in her bed, safe from wandering eyes.
 
   After dessert of either chocolate mousse or strawberry shortcake, Sarah’s maid of honor presented a slide show. The lights dimmed leaving only the glow of the candlelights as images of Sarah and Adam as babies began the show. Displayed before everyone were cherished family photos. Oos and awws filled the room. Allison’s brother grew up before her eyes again. From toothless smiling pictures to photos of him trying to act mature and not smile. There were family photos, sport pictures and eventually images from dances. A showcase of good times with the past several years shared between the couple.
 
   The final photo appeared of Adam and Sarah. Allison hadn’t seen the picture before and when the words, “and they lived happily ever after” scrawled beneath the close headshot the room erupted in claps and whistles until the waitress turned the lights back on.
 
   “That was so lovely, don’t you think?” Her grandmother asked from her side.
 
   “Yep,” Allison said with a lump in her throat.
 
   Her grandmother looked over at her as if she noticed the change in the young girl’s voice. The grandmother’s face turned from its usually light, blissfully unaware expression to close drawn eyebrows. “Are you all right, dear?” she whispered.
 
   Allison swallowed, clearing her throat and smiled at the woman. She loved how her eyes were a brilliant shade of green, which she thought brought out the darkness in her hair. Allison always wished she’d taken after her and her father when it came to eye color. She’d been happy with a muted shade or even hazel. Instead, she looked more like her mother with dark brown hair and eyes.
 
   “Yes, Grandma. Just choked up by the memories.” She quietly responded. The room once again filled with sounds of talking and laughter. Music played in the background through black speakers hanging from the ceiling.
 
   “I saw a few of you in there.” George’s body leaned close with his arm hanging on the back of her chair. She wondered if they looked like a couple. Could people tell if something were off with them?
 
   “And you can never share what you saw with anyone,” she joked.
 
   “Aww, but honey bunny. What would the fun in that be?” His wink pinched his cheeks. A red flush filled his face and she wondered if it were his turn to drink too much.
 
   Grandma Daughtry pushed herself up from the table. “Well. I think there are a few gentlemen at the bar that I haven’t met yet. If you’ll excuse me.”
 
   “Just be careful what you say to those guys. Some of them might take you seriously.”
 
   “Pst. I’ll be fine. Everybody acts a little silly when they’re drinking. Heck, look at your mother. She likes to talk about boobs. I swear. Some of the stuff that comes out of that woman’s mouth. I love her and all but I’m glad she’s not my blood.”
 
   Her grandmother walked away with a wine glass clutched in her hands. Allison shook her head and smiled thinking how the two women were more alike than they knew.
 
   “Hey,” Audrey slid into the seat her grandmother vacated. “Bill took the kids home and I’m free the rest of the night. Let’s go get our drink on.” She grabbed Allison’s hand and pulled her from the seat.
 
   “I don’t know.” Images of margarita glasses danced in her head. Her stomach rolled thinking about lime juice and salt.
 
   “Come on. I thought we were trying.”
 
   “And drinking is your way of doing that?”
 
   Audrey fisted a hand on her hip. “Alcohol loosens people up and it’s a start. So let’s go. I’m crashing at the house anyway.” Her fingers dug into Allison’s arm, wrinkling the material of her shirt. Allison’s heal caught a few times against the floor, trying to keep up with her sister’s forceful hold. Thankful for George who kept a gentle hand ghosting along her waist. After an almost face plant, he muttered something. She grabbed her sister’s hand, allowing her to pull her to the little satellite bar set up in the party room. George followed behind muttering something about not wanting to miss this.
 
   Outside darkness fell all around, blocking out the images of trees and brilliant colored leaves. Now, blinking lights from passing boats shined across the ripples in the water. Faint stars popped up in the sky around the moon hanging high, casting a white glow. Back in their private room, candles still danced across the tables, reflecting in the wall of windows. Allison wondered what it looked like from the outside with all the candlelight dancing across the tables.
 
   At the bar, her sister ordered two shots of tequila. “Starting off a little tough, aren’t you.” A voice asked from behind her. She glanced over her shoulder to find Adam with a raised eyebrow. “Didn’t you learn the last time?”
 
   “Those were margaritas. These are shots. Besides. This,” she waved a hand across the two short glasses of liquid, “is Audrey’s doing. In fact, you should join us.” She turned back to the female bartender. “Can we get another one, please?” Holding her glass of clear liquid, she tipped her drink at her fiancé and winked. “George?”
 
   “No, I’m good. I think this is best kept in the family.” His smirk spoke volumes of the amount of fun he was having at her expense. He was due she figured.
 
   “I don’t think so. I don’t want to get trashed the night before my wedding.” Adam chimed in, mimicking George’s sentiment.
 
   “So don’t drink more than one,” Audrey said with a saltshaker ready in her hand. She licked the back of her palm, shook on some salt and passed the condiment to her sister who did the same. She was vaguely aware that the alcohol in margaritas was the same as what she planned on consuming. But seeing Ryan standing across the room looking handsome in his striped shirt and black slacks stirred up more than a burning below her belly. His dark hair falling haphazardly across his forehead accented the deepness in his eyes. The alcohol would dull her senses enough to keep her from running over to him and spilling her secrets, embarrassing herself and George.
 
   She grabbed George’s hand, giving it a squeeze. When she looked into his blue eyes, she made a private promise to make things up to him when they returned to Chicago.
 
   Allison released his hand and held out the shaker to Adam, she stared at him and stuck out her bottom lip. “Please.” She fluttered her eyelashes.
 
   “First, that crap doesn’t work on me and second, if I’m sick tomorrow, I’m blaming you both. This is like harassment or something. You’re ganging up on the young kid. Totally not fair.” He snatched the salt from Allison and followed her lead.
 
   The three siblings raised their shot glasses in front of them with the unsalted hand. “To Daughtry family drinking,” Adam said before the three licked their hands, drank their shots and sucked on their limes.
 
   They each had on matching puckered faces. “Oh, hold that face,” George called out before clicking a photo with his cell phone.
 
   With eyes closed and a burning in her belly, Allison stumbled forward with her hands stretched out, reaching for the bar.
 
   “Umph,” she said bumping into a hard body. The stars in her eyes began to evaporate, showing the pale-lit room. She focused on the face of the person she’d run into. A shadow casted across the person’s face, hiding features. Except for his eyes. Dark brown eyes stared back at her.
 
   “Excuse me,” she confessed stepping back. “I’m sorry. The lights from the camera were…bright.”
 
   “Not a problem.” Ryan ordered a beer from the bartender. His eyes remained on Allison as he tipped the bottle back.
 
   The two watched each other with Audrey, Adam and George laughing behind them. She didn’t know what caused their good mood but she was too distracted to turn around to find out. Since the lunch encounter and her confession to forget, she wondered where they stood. Partly, she didn’t think their relationship mattered since she’d be leaving town after the wedding, only to return for holidays. But she didn’t want to leave with him hating her.
 
   “Doing shots?” He asked with a raised eyebrow.
 
   “Yeah, Audrey doesn’t have to go home and she wanted to party.” Allison shrugged off her comment, acting as if it wasn’t a big deal. “You wanna join us?”
 
   She wasn’t fooling anybody and Ryan knew it. “You. And Adam. Hanging out with Audrey. Hmm. I guess anything is possible.” A twinkle in his eyes said more than him observing a simple drink among family. He knew better than most the relationship between the sisters had been strained or non-existent. “Be careful. Or have you forgotten how things ended the last time? I have a feeling Adam won’t let you sleep in his room again the night before his wedding.” He winked and walked away only to look back at Allison.
 
   What did his wink mean? Did she still have a chance if George were out of the picture? Her eyes focused on George who leaned against the bar, playing on his cell phone. If she pretended to break things off with him, for her family’s sake and moved home, would Ryan still be an option. Would her heart get a chance at love?
 
   She shook her suspicions away and faced the small party developing at the bar. Adam and Audrey leaned in close, talking. Were things still strained between them, she wondered. She’d been away, only to return on holidays when everyone was cordial to each other. With Adam living at home, had he gotten closer to Audrey? Did they have a common subject to talk about now that Allison was removed from the picture?
 
   More importantly, if Adam and Audrey could move past their age differences and their lack of time spent together when they were younger and have a relationship, could the same be true for Allison and Audrey? Sure they agreed on trying at the church but words and actions were two different ideas. Watching Audrey and Adam laugh at a joke for their ears only, a smile tugged at her lips. A yearning in her heart burned to have more with Audrey. A feeling she hadn’t been aware she wanted until it blew up in her face.
 
   Feeling eyes on her, Allison glanced over her shoulder. Standing across the room with his arm wrapped around her mother while she talked to a couple nearby was her father. Same color hair as Allison but with her brother’s matching height he smiled back at his daughter. A softness around his green eyes reminded her of a time when she was younger. She’d lied about something and as if she were Pinocchio, he knew. He always knew more than he let on. Her mother ran the house, keeping her and her siblings in line but her father was the silent watcher. One look from him and her composure collapsed and she remembered not only confessing to her lie but to previous ones he hadn’t even questioned. She wondered if he had the same effect on her after all these years. Would a minute alone with him break her will, forcing her to divulge her lie?
 
   Allison returned his smile and turned back toward her siblings, avoiding any more face time with him. Her will was slowly collapsing between Ryan and now her father.
 
   She squeezed into a spot beside George and leaned against him. His arm wrapped around her shoulders and she knew she could never risk what they shared.
 
   “I love you, you know.”
 
   “Oh, I know. And you know the feeling is mutual.” George offered, kissing the top of her head.
 
   His familiar cologne lingered after she stood firmly against the bar. She slapped down her hand, looked to her brother and sister. “Okay, next round is my choice.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Water pelted against the wall of the shower indicating Grandma had vacated the bed she shared with Allison. Taking full advantage, she rolled to her back, stretching her arms and legs wide. The sheets, chilly against her warmed skin, forced her to pull back, shake and then ease her body back to the cold side.
 
   Allison consumed less drinks the night prior than she did partying with her family enjoying margaritas. Only a faint nagging tugged inside her head. She chalked the beginnings of a mild headache to the tequila. The devil liquid had that effect on her.
 
   And she wasn’t sleeping in her brother’s bed, so she figured she’d came out ahead.
 
   Ignoring the slight rumble in her head, she rolled to her stomach, buried her face between the two stacks of pillows and breathed deep. She’d eventually get up, take some aspirin and hit the shower. For the time being, she inhaled the reminiscent scent of her grandmother’s perfume, White Shoulder, and enjoyed the last few minutes of quiet before the craziness of the day.
 
   Knock. Knock.
 
   “Come in,” she called with her face still buried.
 
   Moments later her bed dipped from the weight of her visitor. Covers were ruffled sending a chill against her bare legs. She wasn’t sure who her visitor was yet but since they knocked, she was certain she was okay.
 
   A body snuggled close beside her. “I’m getting married today.” Her brother’s breath blew across the back of her neck.
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   A second later, his fingers grabbed at her sides pulling a loud shriek from her. “Stop,” she yelled as her brother tickled her. She twisted and turned, breaking his hold on her. “Okay. Stop.”
 
   “Well, when your little brother tells you he’s getting married…today, you better offer up more than a muffled acknowledgement.”
 
   “Fine.” Covers flew from her body when she kicked her arms and legs in the air, shaking them. “Woohoo! Adam’s finally making an honest woman out of Sarah.”
 
   “Ha, ha.”
 
   After a few moments of listening to each other’s breathing slow to a normal pace from their cheering and the continual patter of water from the shower, Allison pushed herself to a sitting position. “Seriously. You know I’m over the moon happy for you two, right?”
 
   “Yes,” he said patting her leg. “It’s too much fun to watch you squirm.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Anytime.” The water in the bathroom shut off. “Can I ask you a personal question?” Adam rolled over onto his side. His brown eyes stared up at her causing tightness in her stomach. In all their years together, he’d never asked her permission to ask her about something personal. He’d always just asked.
 
   “Um, sure.” With one finger, she pushed the corner of her lips against her teeth and chewed on the soft skin, preparing herself for his next words.
 
   “Are you happy? With George?”
 
   He’d asked her the same thing a day earlier and she figured her answer was enough to satisfy him. She loved George. As a friend. She always had fun with George. As a friend. Her answer to her Adam wouldn’t be a lie. Yet she wondered if throwing in the additional information would make her feel better. The guilt of her secret ate at her insides.
 
   “Before you answer, hear me out first.” She nodded for him to continue. “You told me yesterday that you kissed Ryan and that it was no big deal and not to say anything to George. And I like George. I’ve told you. He’s a really nice guy. But after your confession, I watched you two yesterday and I don’t know. You two don’t really act like a couple. You smile and lean into each other, but it seems more as friends than two people planning on spending their entire life together. And when you look at your hand and that ring, I swear, it looks like you think your skin is on fire. When Sarah and I are…”
 
   “Yeah, not everybody can be like you and Sarah,” Allison snapped. As soon as her sister-in-law’s name left her lips, she clamped her hand across her face. Heat licked along her skin from her emotional outburst. Keeping up her lie were getting the better of her. “Adam, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say it like that.” Taking a note from her childhood memories, she scooted back beneath the covers, matching her brother’s position. “I didn’t mean to snap at you. I guess I wasn’t prepared for your question.”
 
   “This is what I’m talking about. What’s going on with you? And before you tell me I’m wrong. I know you better than anyone, even after all these years, and I can tell something is bothering you. Tell me.” Adam’s eyes zeroed in on her.
 
   Telling him would be easy. Making him understand would be hard. Could she do that to him on what was supposed to be the happiest day of his life?
 
   Her resolve cracked.
 
   “Adam don’t do this to me today. Not on your day.”
 
   “Who gives a crap whose day it is? You’re my sister and obviously something’s bothering you. Just tell me. Maybe I can help fix whatever it is.”
 
   “You’re not supposed to be the one to fix things. I’m the older one.”
 
   “Bull and you know it. That’s not how we roll in this house. Especially between you and me. Remember in grade school when Bobby Simpson wouldn’t let you play tetherball at recess? For an entire week, he’d push you aside, not letting you have a turn and none of the teachers did anything about it. What did I do?” Allison nodded her head, remembering his reason for detention that following week. “I pulled down his pants and showed everyone that he still wore Spiderman underwear.”
 
   “But you got into a lot of trouble.”
 
   “Totally worth it. You know why? Because you got to play tetherball with your friends. I’d do anything, short of murder, for you. Especially when you’re hurting.”
 
   “I’m not hurting.”
 
   “Not physically. But something is bothering you.” Adam reached up and tucked a stray piece of hair behind her ear.
 
   She enjoyed being taken care of. She’d been on her own in Chicago for so long, she almost forgot what it felt like to have help. George was there but he wasn’t family and had his own life.
 
   Her emotions fought within her body, forcing her to leave the warmth of her bed. The carpet rough against her bare feet with every step she took pacing across her brother’s line of sight. Behind the bathroom door, she made out the sounds of her grandmother digging through her make-up bag. Since home and rooming with the woman, Allison knew her morning ritual by heart. Shower. Make-up. Blow dry hair. Get dressed. “Nonsense, she told her. I don’t wear anything I have to shove my head through. Besides, I like to blow dry my hair naked. I get too darn hot.” After the brief conversation, Allison made a mental note to never question her about anything ever again. Trying to erase the images of the woman fixing her hair were enough to cause chills along her spine. But her quirks were what made Allison love her more.
 
   “Come on Al. Talk to me before Grandma comes out and makes me leave.”
 
   She stopped pacing and resolved to fidget with her fingers. “Okay. But you’ve got to swear on your future children to not say a word to anybody, not even Sarah.”
 
   “That’s a little ext…”
 
   “Swear it,” she snapped for the second time since he’d crawled into her bed.
 
   “Fine. I swear.” Adam sat up in the center of the bed with all the sheets and covers pooling around his lap.
 
   Allison slowly moved to the edge of the bed and sat down. To keep from playing with her hands, she tucked them beneath her thighs. Was she really going to do this? If there was anybody she could trust with her darkest secret, it’d be him.
 
   ****
 
   Allison and Audrey opted to do their own hair for the wedding instead of going to the salon like the remainder of the wedding party. Allison’s reason was she hadn’t booked an appointment in time and Audrey said no one knew her hair better than she. Instead of riding in the limo with the girls after their updo’s were done, Allison and George rode with her brother to the church.
 
   “Getting nervous?” Allison asked to break the silence in the car. After her confession Adam left her alone. He didn’t say anything indicating how he felt about her news. Her biggest fear? He hated her. She hoped he admired her honesty, even though it came a few days late.
 
   “Yes and no. I mean, I’m not nervous about whether I made the right choice. I’m nervous about whether she thinks she made the right one in agreeing to be with me for the rest of our lives. It’s really scary.”
 
   “Oh come on. You know she is head over heels in love with you. Always has, always will.” Allison said matter of factly.
 
   “You think?” A thin line of sweat broke out across Adam’s forehead. At each stop sign he rapidly tapped his fingers against the steering wheel to a beat that wasn’t playing in the car. His nerves were getting the better of him and driving Allison nuts.
 
   “Adam, calm down. Everything will be fine. Look.” She pointed at her chest. “I’m even wearing the right dress. So just take a deep breath.”
 
   “I get it.” George chimed in from the back seat. “You know what you’re thinking and you understand what she’s said about your love but you’re not sure what she’s thinking. And maybe I’m wrong and I’ve only known you a few days, but you can see the love between you two.”
 
   Adam’s hands gripped the steering wheel. He looked up into the rearview mirror at George and for a split second, Allison saw a challenge in his eyes. But as quickly, it vanished along with the tension creased along his forehead. He loosened his hold on the wheel. “Thanks. I think you’re right. I know how she looks at me and she doesn’t look at any other guy the same way.”
 
   Allison knew his words were meant for her. Was he daring her to say differently? Did he want George to know he knew? That the gig was up?
 
   Her stare begged him to look her way and when he did, she silently pleaded with him to not say a word. She resisted reaching across the center console to touch his arm. Instead, she said, “Listen to me carefully and repeat after me. I love Sarah and she loves me. We are getting married and will live happily ever after.” And carry your secret to the grave, she wanted to add.
 
   Adam hesitantly repeated his sisters words back to her.
 
   “Do you feel better?”
 
   They pulled into the church parking lot and took notice of the black stretch limo parked in front of the church. “I do a little. Thanks.” Adam parked his car and sat staring out the front windshield as if he were driving. He focused on something Allison couldn’t see. She noticed the tension leaving his face as he wiped a steady hand across his brow. He turned to his sister and a soft smile blossomed on his face. Allison could only describe the look as happiness. Peace. “I’m so glad you’re here. You have no idea how much that means to Sarah and myself.”
 
   Even with a huge secret hanging between them, she wouldn’t change a single moment if it kept the look of happiness on her brother’s face.
 
   “Now, this is your day. Let’s go get you married to the woman of your dreams.” She gave his hands one last squeeze before they exited the car. George followed behind, adjusting a dark pair of aviators over his eyes. He looked sharp. Black coat and jacket. White shirt and somehow he’d managed to bring a blue tie matching her dress.
 
   The sun shined down glittering off the rhinestones wrapped around Allison’s wrist. She weaved her bare arm through her dates, snuggling close to fight the light fall breeze blowing. Her dress billowed around her legs as her shoes tapped against the asphalt.
 
   The couple followed Adam up the cement stairs to the patio and then through the front door. Inside, people bustled around adding final touches to the decorations. Sarah’s mother pointed out areas needing adjustments followed by Allison’s mom, nodding with each change.
 
   Keeping her brother close and avoiding any accidental spotting of Sarah, Allison pulled her brother through the vestibule and into the sanctuary. A few guests waited for the wedding to begin while altar boys moved around lighting candles and placing books on the podium.
 
   Allison patted her brother’s arm once they entered the church. She tugged on their interlocked arms down the center aisle, thankful for his support even though he was the one getting married. Her stomach flipped a few more turns before she stopped in front of the lectern. “Okay, I want you to go back in the little room to wait. There should be something to drink and snacks in there. Relax a bit.” She opened the door to find the rest of the groomsmen waiting. All eyes looked up when they entered. A pair of dark brown ones held her attention first, halting her steps. Air caught in her throat at the sight of Ryan in a tuxedo. She couldn’t deny how he made her feel looking like he stepped from a men’s fashion magazine. His dark hair slicked back away from his strong structured face. His eyes were hooded as if the sight of her did funny things to his train of thought.
 
   “He’s here,” a few of the guys said in unison.
 
   “Yes. And I expect you all to take good care of him.” Allison paused for a minute before she said her next words, which she directed at one person. “I’m counting on you.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
    
 
   Allison pulled George to a quiet corner.
 
   “I told my brother about us.” Her thumb inched closer to her face, begging to be chewed. She resisted noting how nice her nails looked painted in the soft blush color.
 
   “I’m not surprised. As close as everyone says you two were, I half waited for Adam to call us on our story the moment we walked through the front door.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I think he wanted to save us the embarrassment.”
 
   George’s hands gripped her shoulders, making sure she focused her attention on him. “Can we please end this and tell everyone so you can make nice-nice with Ryan?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” His voice begged for understanding.
 
   Allison pulled her body from his hold. She loved the friend standing before her and the thought of one ounce of embarrassment falling on his shoulders because of her was unacceptable. No matter what was at risk. “Because I started this mess and I’m going to see it through as long as you’re with me.”
 
   “I’d do anything for you but I hate knowing what the alternative is.”
 
   “No worries. We only have until tomorrow and then home sweet home.”
 
   Her conversation with both Adam and George replayed in her head when the first strums of Pachelbel’s Canon in D echoed through the church. The music section consisted of an organ, violin, vocalist, piano and flute. The marrying of notes and melodies flowed through the aisles and up to the wooden doors as they opened wide to reveal Allison and Ryan locked arm and arm. Allison’s body warmed by the touch of his polyester suit. She felt the strong lean muscles cording beneath her fingers.
 
   As the next stanza of music played, the couple took their first steps toward the altar. Her brother faced the door. His legs bounced up and down. His hands remained clasped in front of him. A pleasant smile rested on his face.
 
   “He’s trying to keep a straight face,” she leaned into Ryan and whispered.
 
   “I think he’s only fooling himself.”
 
   Allison looked at guests as she walked by. Her mind couldn’t process the names and faces with Ryan attached to her side. How many times as a teenage girl had she imagined walking anywhere with him let alone down a church aisle?
 
   Ryan touched the hand wrapped around his arm as they reached the end of the runner. He looked deep into Allison’s eyes, squeezing her hand before allowing her to pull away and walk to her designated spot.
 
   The music continued along as the remaining wedding attendants took their places in the front. The back doors closed after the maid of honor and best man walked through. The wedding march began when the doors opened with a flourish. The crowd blocked Allison’s view of the bride. Instead, she snuck a peek at Adam. His smile grew bigger as a tear escaped down his cheek. Allison’s mother patted a white handkerchief to her face. George stood beside her grandmother. He shrugged his shoulders, motioned toward Ryan and smiled.
 
   The final note of Mendelssohn’s Wedding March vibrated in the air, pulling Allison’s attention to the present. Sarah’s father kissed and passed his daughter off to Adam who unsteadily accepted her hand. They climbed the few steps to the top of the altar where they were greeted by a priest dressed in a cream-colored Cossack detailed with gold thread. He stepped forward as the music ended with a held note from the organ before the ceremony began. Allison snuck one last look down the line of attendance and immediately zeroed in on a pair of familiar eyes. He smiled, tipped his head and turned his attention back to Adam and Sarah. Allison offered her own pleasant look and followed his lead as the priest began with greeting the guests and happy couple.
 
   The ceremony lasted an hour. The newly married couple finished things off with a kiss. Allison laughed at the spectacle her brother made by scooping Sarah up in a bear hug, planting a wet kiss on her lips, spinning her around before he yelled a yeehaw. The crowd erupted into applause before the couple and bridal party darted back down the aisle to Kool and the Gang’s We Are Family.
 
   During the receiving line and photos, Allison spent her time by Ryan’s side. Neither said anything except an “excuse me” when one needed to scoot by or I’m sorry, if a foot got stepped on. The long limo ride around town from one photo opportunity to the next brought the two close together without many words. She didn’t dare strike up a conversation, worried any verbal exchange would lead to longer looks giving her true emotions away. She wished George sat at her side, holding her hand and keeping her secret easier to deal with.
 
   For the hundredth time in two days, Allison hated herself for the kiss she and Ryan shared outside of the city coffeehouse. A kiss that still permeated her mind. Why did she do it, she wondered again? More importantly, why did she keep dwelling on it when she knew there wasn’t a future for them when she was still tied to George? Maybe torture was her only way of getting over her high school crush and moving on. But Ryan’s words plagued her thoughts. He’d hoped she’d attend the wedding alone. Unattached. Free to see if something could happen between them. Instead, trying to keep her mother’s scrutinizing eye at bay, she brought George. Ever faithful.
 
   If only life had a rewind button.
 
   Once pictures were done, the limo wound the party through curvy country roads lined with trees losing their leaves. Tan hillsides met them along the way to the reception. Sarah’s family rented out a local vineyard’s facility to hold the reception. Fall became the peak season for wine tours and visitors. Even with the busy time of year, the winery agreed to close early to allow the wedding to use their facility later in the afternoon and into the night.
 
   Sarah and Adam loved wine. After a long weekend trip to Sonoma California, the couple became hooked on the lifestyle. Adam still loved a beer out with the guys or apparently shots with his sisters, but he and Sarah shared a love and respect for a great bottle of wine. To them, it was their thing. What they enjoyed together.
 
   The winery sat miles away from the Missouri River and nestled between two valleys. The fall foliage and early evening sun set the backdrop; a canvas of colors for their guests to enjoy as they sipped chilled glasses of red or white wine.
 
   The limo dropped the wedding party off at the front of the vine covered front porch, with the charm of peeling white paint and white rocking chairs. Wedding guests milled around with their glasses of wine and plates of bacon wrapped scallops, spinach stuffed pastries and fruit cups. Most set their stuff down to applaud when the newlyweds exited the cars. Cameras clicked and whistling rang out. It was more like a paparazzi sighting of a super star than a wedding party’s arrival.
 
   Inside, wooden planks beneath their feet creaked. Floral fragrances lingered behind the scent of grilled beef medallions, roasted vegetables and potatoes. Round tables scattered around the room with white tablecloths and assorted candles in mason jars burning on the tables proving an intimate rustic charm. Empty wine bottles served as vases towering over the candle jars with daisies and baby’s breath erupting from their circular openings. A walkway provided a cleared path from the door to the head table where the wedding party took their seats. More applauds spread among the small gathering when the bride and groom entered.
 
   A smile broke out across Allison’s face. Heat filled her cheeks when Ryan placed his hand at her back, ushering her to a chair. When he slid into the seat beside her, she looked away, hoping he didn’t notice how he affected her.
 
   “What color would you like?” A brush of air kissed along her bare neck.
 
   She turned and met chocolate brown eyes. Her fingers itched to brush aside the stray lock of brown hair falling across Ryan’s face. Who was she kidding? Getting over him proved harder than she thought.
 
   “Um, what?” She realized after a few seconds he’d asked her a question. His smile never left his face and his eyes never left hers. The world fell away leaving them alone in a candle lit room. Applause and clinking of glasses dimmed to a soft roar.
 
   “What color wine would you like? Red? White?”
 
   “Oh, I’m sticking with water tonight.”
 
   One eyebrow rose questioning her response.
 
   “I’ve had enough…alcohol for a while. I need to remain level headed.” The soft smile playing across Ryan’s lips begged Allison to explore further, but if one kiss from the other day made her feel the way she did currently, she couldn’t risk a round two. Instead of making the situation worse, she looked away, hoping the color in her face returned to normal.
 
   After a few minutes, everyone took their seats and the wait staff bustled around with silver trays of salad to serve as the first course. A soft murmur settled across the room as quiet conversations and eating took place. Light jazz music filtered through the air along with the aromas of the dinner to come.
 
   After dinner, when the last bite was eaten, dishes were cleared and a few tables were moved aside to make room for a dance floor. The room was a tight fit for a DJ service so the couple opted to hook up a prerecorded playlist on a MP3 player.
 
   More photos followed with the wedding party, families and guests. Sarah and Adam made a trip around the room, greeting folks. A large gathering of people found the bar that lined one entire wall of the room.
 
   Allison discovered her grandmother and George standing at the bar. Her grandmother held a short glass in her hand.
 
   “Hitting the sauce already?” Allison asked. A tray of red wine filled glasses sat atop the bar. Changing her mind, Allison grabbed a glass, sniffed the bouquet and enjoyed a small sip. The drink offered a smooth tang of berries and a hint of peppery spice. A nice touch after a beef meal.
 
   “It’s free isn’t it?”
 
   “I guess you could say that. But don’t drink too much. I don’t want you dancing on the tables or anything,” Allison added.
 
   “No, I’ll leave that to you.” The woman winked before she enjoyed a sip from her glass. “Which reminds me.” She nodded at a group of guys hanging out by the bar. Most were from the wedding party, dressed in matching tuxedos. Allison noticed Ryan among the men. “I plan to have a good time tonight so if you don’t mind acting as my wing girl with the fellas.” She finished the amber liquid from her glass.
 
   “Grandma,” Allison snapped before she covered her laughter with her hand. “I am not going to help you get lucky tonight.” Allison followed suit and finished her glass of wine. Using grandma and lucky in one setting caused a burning in her stomach.
 
   “Fine. I’m on my own then.”
 
   Allison watched her grandmother saunter toward the men and couldn’t help but shake her head at the older woman. She wondered what she’d be like in Florida with her own friends. Did she flirt with all the older gentlemen?
 
   A man holding a microphone announced that Sarah and Adam would be cutting their cake. The crowd erupted in laughter when the bride and groom smashed cake in each other’s faces. Allison waited against the bar watching. A tear burned the back of her throat in happiness for her brother as well as sadness for herself.
 
   Silly, she thought. She looked up to the ceiling and blinked, trying to keep the wetness back. When she felt the coast was clear she dropped her gaze. Like a magnet, her eyes were attracted to the last spot she’d seen Ryan standing in. Instead of him watching her, a tall blonde blocked her view.
 
   Lynette.
 
   Adam swore nothing was going on between the two but Allison’s eyes didn’t lie. She watched as they leaned in close, speaking to each other. Lynette wore a red dress that hugged her hips and the roundness of her butt. Her long blonde hair hung loose around her shoulders kissing the middle of her back where a diamond shape exposed her bare skin. Allison shivered in horror wondering what else she wasn’t wearing beneath the tightest dress she’d ever seen. Lynette placed a hand on his shoulder and moved it along his bicep when she spoke. From the distance, Allison could see the shine from her matching red nails.
 
   Even though nothing of substance happened, she felt rejected by Ryan for Lynette all over again.
 
   A fire burned in Allison’s belly that she wanted to extinguish. She hated how watching the two made her feel. She shouldn’t care, she tried to tell herself. But they had history and maybe they felt like repeating it. Ryan tried to tell her at the bar that there wasn’t anything going on between them but Allison’s eyes didn’t lie. If he didn’t want her around, why would he let her keep him in her grasp?
 
   Allison faced the bar and grabbed another glass of red wine. Grandma was right. It was free and begged to be drunk.
 
   “Slow down there sis.” Audrey snuck beside Allison. “You want to have a repeat of the other night?”
 
   “No,” she said after swallowing a large gulp of wine. Her sister was right about the drinking. Another point to get home quickly. Any longer in Valley and she might have to check herself into Betty Ford.
 
   “Okay, so what gives?” Audrey followed the look Allison snuck over her shoulder.
 
   “Nothing. I just love this stuff,” she said pointing to the almost empty glass.
 
   Leaving Audrey alone to hold up the bar, Allison stole away to George’s side. He sat at the table he shared with her parents playing on his phone.
 
   “What cha doin’?” Words stuck on her numb tongue.
 
   “Don’t tell my fiancé but I’m flirting with this guy I met a few weeks ago. He’s been texting me all week.” He whispered keeping his eyes glued to his phone.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me about this sooner?” she asked.
 
   George clicked his phone off and rested his elbows on the table. “I don’t know. It’s no big deal. I’d already agreed to come with you before I met him and he didn’t start contacting me until I got here. By then we were already together.” He used finger quotes when he said the word together.
 
   “But my story is keeping you from him.”
 
   “No it’s not. Listen we’re only talking. That’s it. And besides, you said yourself that once we get back home, we’ll break-up. Now, if you want to end this sooner so you can get your groove on, then by all means, break my heart.” With outstretched arms, he sat back in his chair.
 
   A swarm of hornets filled her belly thinking about how out of control her life had become in such a short time. Her story wasn’t so terrible when it only affected her life but now she was keeping George from his. She heard what he’d said but she also knew he’d play it off for her sake.
 
   “No. We leave tomorrow.”
 
   “You do know that you can tell Ryan the truth and try to save what few hours you two have left. I won’t mind.”
 
   Allison drained the rest of her wine, letting his words do funny things to the swarm in her belly. What if she told him the truth? “Can you imagine how’d that look?” She sat up straight pretending to have a conversation with Ryan. “Hey, guess what? You know that kiss, well I meant it and my engagement, I faked it. So, let’s go find a dark corner and make out. Um, I don’t think so. Me leaving tomorrow is the best thing. I just hate what this is doing to you.”
 
   “I’m good. Now, when do we get our groove on?”
 
   “Can we please have the wedding party meet on the dance floor for a dance?” A voice announced through the speakers.
 
   “Remember, I’m your man so you better keep those hands to yourself, young lady.” George shook his finger at Allison. Batting back the tightness in her jaw, she returned his smile and pushed herself toward dance floor.
 
   She looked to the last place she’d seen Ryan only to find Lynette. Her lean, bare arms crossed her body as a scowl formed on her lips. Allison dreamt when she was young about dancing with Ryan. Never did she image the chance would be under the watchful eyes of her parents at her brother’s wedding.
 
   The first notes of a slow country song began. Allison stepped into the circle of the dance floor made by the tables. She felt like a spotlight shined down on her. She hated the formal dance portion of the wedding. It felt too forced. Just because they were a part of the wedding party, they had to dance together. She wasn’t sure the meaning behind the tradition. For her wedding, if and when she finally walked down the aisle, she planned to omit the formal dancing part. The only people that should be dancing together were the bride and groom.
 
   Allison found an empty spot on the dance floor among the other party members. In the center, Sarah and Adam were focused on one another. Neither tore their eyes from each other’s while they danced among their friends. Allison wanted what they had. A soul consuming love.
 
   “Hey.” His voice would always be burned in her memory no matter how old or how much time came between them. She’d never forget.
 
   She turned to find Ryan standing so close behind her, breath from his hello brushed against her skin, fluttering the hairs on her neck. Up close he was even more handsome dressed in black. His slicked back hair had relaxed a bit; a few pieces falling forward across his forehead. The lights were dimmed causing his eyes to appear darker. Hidden.
 
   Ryan stepped even closer, placing a hand at her hip and moving it to the small of her back. His other hand grabbed hers up, holding it firmly yet gently. His scent of cologne and wine invaded her senses throwing her off balance. Ryan pulled her closer. “I’ve got you,” he whispered close to her ear.
 
   Ryan took a step to the side, leading Allison in their dance. The country ballad continued to play and wedding guests sat in their chairs watching them dance. She closed her eyes and imagined her own wedding day. She’d wear white and the guy’d wear black and they’d both be so lost into each other like her brother that no one else mattered. Her heart ached for the imaginary scene. A stabbing in her jaw and a burning in her eyes confirmed her wanting the same thing. Instead of a nameless, faceless guy, she imagined Ryan filling the role. Would he want her after knowing the truth? Or think her immature.
 
   She rested her head against his shoulder for a second to enjoy the full affect and to cherish what would never happen.
 
   “So, Lynette and you.” She didn’t want to pry but maybe knowing he’d moved on to her, would help Allison forget the past, too. It was one night so long ago. Besides, she was with George. In a way.
 
   “No. We’re just talking.” Ryan softly pushed her body away to look into her eyes. “Man. You do not like her, do you?”
 
   “We were never close in high school either.”
 
   “People change.”
 
   “I know. But some stay the same.”
 
   In heels, Allison stood tall enough to pier over Ryan’s shoulder. After one turn around the floor, she caught Lynette burning dagger like glares her way. Her point proven.
 
   Ryan glided their bodies into a turn changing her line of sight from one blonde to another. George remained at his table. A soft glow from his phone illuminated his face.
 
   A lump rose in her throat pushing on the tears burning the backs of her eyes. She looked up and blinked, trying to force them away but a single drop snuck out, trailing down her cheek.
 
   “Excuse me.” Keeping her head down, she swiped the back of her hand beneath her eye and moved toward a door leading to the parking lot.
 
   She needed fresh air to clear her head and face. Once she gained her composure, she’d rejoin the wedding.
 
   The crisp fall air smelled different than what she was accustomed to experiencing. Even in Valley, it missed the hints of burning wood lingering around the vineyard. She pulled in a deep breath letting the autumn fragrance dance throughout her body shaking away a few more tears. For a few brief moments, she allowed herself to fall apart. Hidden beneath a dark sky lit up only by the stars, she wallowed in her own pity party.
 
   “Allison?”
 
   Gravel crunched beneath her heels when she spun around to find Ryan a few feet from her. His body outlined by the light from the open door.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you crying?” He closed the distance between them in two large strides. “Did something happen?”
 
   “No. I’m fine. Just something in my eye.”
 
   Before she could turn away, dismissing him, his hands cupped the side of her face. He dragged his thumb along the apples of her cheeks, taking away the tears she couldn’t help from falling.
 
   Her body shook from his simple touch. For so long, she dreamed of him holding her. Being gentle with her. Caring for her. Except what they shared couldn’t be real. She wouldn’t allow herself to believe.
 
   But a rush of ‘what ifs’ flooded her mind, allowing her to pretend for just a moment that Ryan held her because he wanted to. Not because of some overwhelming need to be macho and protect his best friend’s sister.
 
   And like in a dream she never wanted to end, his hands slid from her face down the curve of her neck, along her shoulders before settling on her arms. Her chilled skin reveled in the warmth of his touch. Her name fell from his lips in a whisper.
 
   His head fell closer. She let her eyes close wanting what she hoped would happen.
 
   Ryan’s breath washed against her skin, bringing his lips closer to hers. Instinctively, she licked her lips. She knew it was wrong but couldn’t help wanting him anyways.
 
   His hands slid the length of her arms, pulling her closer, resting them on her hips. He gripped the silky fabric. Before she could protest and stop herself, he brushed his lips in a soft kiss against hers.
 
   Overwhelmed with all her feelings and reservations crashing against her, she reached up, grabbed his head and pulled his lips against hers again. She said his name against his mouth, memorizing every inch of suppleness.
 
   The rest of world fell away leaving only the two bodies intertwined beneath a beautiful night’s sky.
 
   And just as quickly, the fog Ryan created in her head cleared. She pulled away from him and stepped back, hoping the distance would ensure she wouldn’t try to kiss him again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that,” he said before she could compose clear words. “Please don’t hate me. I just. Seeing you tonight and this entire week has…really messed with my head. And I’m such a jerk because you’re engaged and George is a really nice guy. Hell, if we’d met under different circumstances, I’m sure we’d be good friends.” He ran a hand through his hair, messing the slicked back do he wore at the wedding. “I can’t believe all these years have passed and I still can’t think straight around you. I thought it was a high school crush. Heck, an adolescent crush. But you were my best friend’s sister. There was like some bro code and I didn’t know what to do. So I did nothing.”
 
   In the dark night, his eyes shined like chocolate diamonds making Allison love him even more. In his own way, he was pouring his heart out to her and she desperately wanted to tell him the truth.
 
   “Ryan. I…”
 
   “No. I’m so sorry. You don’t need to say anything. I hope this doesn’t make things even more awkward and if you tell George, he is welcome to beat my ass.”
 
   A laugh busted through her lips bringing a smile to both their faces. Except his fell, making sure she knew he was serious.
 
   “Okay, well I’ll leave you alone.” He turned and seconds later, the light from the reception engulfed his body.
 
   “Bye Ryan,” she whispered.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Three weeks later
 
    
 
   Meow.
 
   The white and black tabby greeted Allison good morning. Winter sun peeked through the slats of the blinds in her bedroom. Wind gusts blasted against her fourth floor apartment window. She buried farther into her covers hating Monday mornings. Especially, cold and windy Monday mornings.
 
   “Hello Mr. Pickle.” She crooned at the cat as he snuck beneath her covers. Seconds later, purring filled the warm air in the cave of blankets. She closed her eyes hoping for a few more minutes of sleep before her alarm sounded.
 
   Cold, winter days like this were reason enough for Allison to want to have a man to wake up beside. At least then her feet would stay toasty.
 
   Twenty minutes later, the growing sound of her radio alarm clock sang. She reached from beneath her covers, slapped the off button and groaned. Mr. Pickle darted from the bed when Allison flung the covers from her sleepy body. “Like a Band-Aid. Gotta be quick,” she said to no one.
 
   Beneath the mini massage of her shower, the chill leaked from her bones. When she’d left for Adam’s wedding, the deep winter chill hadn’t hit Chicago yet. Three weeks later, the long coat pulled from storage made a daily appearance. Along with her fleece lined boots, scarves and hats. Even taking the bus to work, the idea of bundling up was necessary. Not only did she have to stand in the blizzard like wind waiting, once she boarded, she was lucky to find a seat by a working heater.
 
   When she finally emerged wrapped in a robe and her hair thrown up turban style in a towel, she noticed the time.
 
   “Crap.” She was going to be late. Again. Since returning from St. Louis, her motivation to join the working class everyday dwindled. Winter depression was real and she couldn’t help but wonder if she suffered the same symptoms. Or maybe her mood was in a funk. Allison made up for her delay in getting to work by staying even later but her go get ‘em attitude faded. Thoughts of quitting and finding a retail job flitted about but The Gap’s salary wouldn’t pay her rent each month and moving back to her hometown only to find the same types of jobs didn’t answer her problems. George forced her to lunch at their favorite sushi place more than once since their return but no amount of tuna rolls footed the bill. She knew what she needed but she’d resolved to leave him in the past. He’d handed Allison a reason to tell him the truth but she couldn’t. Trying to build something with Ryan was her dream but the thought of rejection kept her in a cold bed, alone.
 
   She swiped a damp hand against the fogged mirror. The pale tired face of a girl who’d been up late working frowned back at her.
 
   “Well, I better get a move on so I don’t miss the bus,” she said to Mr. Pickle who’d decided to join her in the bathroom. He meowed back at her before he began grooming himself.
 
   An hour later, Allison emerged from her building to watch the city bus pass by. The smell of exhaust blew around her as she stomped her foot. Fighting against gusts of wind, she moved to the curb and waved her hand. She’d set out for the L station but she only had a few minutes until the next train. She’d been late all last week and she figured for the sake of her job, she’d take a cab. In the long run, spending the money would be worth avoiding the reprimand she expected at work.
 
   Safe inside the backseat of the car away from the blistering winds, she released a sigh. Heat blasted like a furnace and she began to peel away her coat and scarf. Allison hated taking a cab. The backseats were a tight fit and she usually ended up banging her knees against the wall separating her from the driver. She looked at the picture of her chauffeur. She couldn’t pronounce his name and figured small talk needed to be avoided. How do you strike up a conversation when you can’t say their name? “Hey you” didn’t seem polite. Besides, cab drivers maneuvered the busy street with such speed; she didn’t think he needed distractions.
 
   The car swung into a spot outside her office building, throwing her against the door. She handed the driver money, grabbed her things and stepped from the cab. Cold air blasted against her face, chilling her throughout. Inside the elevator, feeling returned to her nose. She glanced in the mirrored interior walls making sure her numb nose hadn’t been running. Starting out the work day by avoiding snot running down her face, looking like a five year old kid, seemed like a smart idea.
 
   The elevator dinged at the arrival of her floor.
 
   Coworkers dashed by with worried looks lining their faces. She glanced at her watch. She wasn’t late and she hadn’t been aware of a meeting.
 
   “What’s going on?” she asked Wendy, the front desk receptionist.
 
   “You didn’t get your messages?”
 
   “No. What? Did I miss a meeting? Crap. Am I fired?” She fumbled in her coat pocket looking for her smart phone. She cursed the stupid contraption. If it were so smart, why didn’t it ring?
 
   “No. I don’t know,” the reception glanced Allison’s way and shrugged.
 
   “Then what,” she begged the receptionist. If there was something going on, why hadn’t George called? He usually had the 411 on company business. She figured Scott, the guy he’d been texting during her brother’s wedding was the reason behind his less than undistracted self.
 
   Men.
 
   “Mr. Henderson is in a mood about some visitor today.”
 
   Allison flipped through the calendar on her phone. She didn’t have a meeting scheduled for the day. In fact, her calendar appeared wide open for the entire week. “Do you know who it is?”
 
   “Somebody named R.J. Everybody’s on edge. If I were you, I’d hide in your office.”
 
   “I might do that. Thanks for the heads up.”
 
   She grabbed her briefcase and purse from the front desk. The last thing she wanted to deal with was her boss in a mood. He was tolerable on a good day.
 
   Allison peeked around every corner she came to until she unlocked her office door and slid inside. She drew the vertical blinds closed before she threw the light switch. Laying low was becoming her specialty. Her eyes scanned the perimeter of her office. If she wasn’t careful, she’d lose her small square work space to someone more of a “team player.”
 
   After throwing her things down at her desk, she unwrapped from her winter wear and slid into her desk chair. Her computer hummed to life when she wiggled the mouse. A family photo popped up as her wallpaper on her desktop. She touched the screen, running a light finger along the side of her mother’s face. Now that her brother had moved out, her parents were empty nesters. If she wanted to move back to St. Louis, would they allow her to stay with them for a while? Or did they have grand plans of turning her room into a sewing room or whatever parents of older children did. Worse yet. What if they sold her childhood home? Too many memories to box up and store away.
 
   Certain memories needed to remain safely in the past.
 
   She clicked their face away and opened her email. Fifty unopened messages popped up since she’d last checked. Allison ran her eyes down the length of names, scanning for anything about today’s visitor jumping out at her. Instead, emails from her mother and Adam glared at her.
 
   She opened the email from her mother. Her message started out by telling her that after several weeks of trips, her brother was officially moved out. She mentioned how quiet the house was and how her father wanted to get a dog. Well, she wasn’t interested. She’d put in her time raising kids and if he wanted a dog, he’d be the one to walk it, feed it, bathe it and pick up its poop. Allison’s mom said her father hadn’t mentioned a pet in days. She went on to ask if Allison planned on coming home for Thanksgiving. She knew it was a long shot since she’d just spent a week home but she was hopeful.
 
   Allison sat back in her black leather chair. She swiveled from side to side, keeping her feet planted to the floor. Her vision trained on her mother’s email. She couldn’t believe how she missed her family already. She also knew that was part of the reason for her funk. Instead of sending back a rushed reply, she flagged it for later and opened her brother’s.
 
   He’d started his message with an animated picture of a caveman knocking a cavewoman over the head with his club and dragging her off behind him.
 
   “He’s so lame,” she whispered, laughing at his way of making her smile.
 
   Allison, Do not show Sarah this cartoon. She’ll kick my ass!
 
   I haven’t heard from you since the wedding. I hope you’re okay. Sorry we didn’t get to chat before we left on our honeymoon, which was amazing by the way. I’ll save the details for later. Listen, I know you were just here and I can’t thank you enough but I hope you make it home for Thanksgiving. I have some awesome news to share and I can’t do it over the phone.
 
   Plus, I think you and I need to talk. Like really talk. I can’t get over what you told me. So when you get a chance give me a call or just come home for Turkey Day. You know you want me to woop up on you in flag football. And if you don’t come home, I’ll just call you a chicken!
 
   Love ya, Adam
 
   Allison slumped in her chair staring at her screen. Thankful her blinds were drawn as tears took turns running down her cheeks. Seeing her brother’s words formed a knot in her throat and churned her stomach. She missed her family and the way she and George left quickly the morning after the wedding didn’t help. It was a choice she’d made to avoid getting hurt when she ended up hurting herself anyway. Like ripping a Band-Aid off except she was still bleeding beneath hers.
 
   Plus, the guilt of not telling them that she and George were no longer an item weighed on her mind. Her mom continued to send her links from wedding websites with notes about how certain dresses would look on her or how this and that would match George’s eyes. George’s eyes? How did her mother know what his eyes looked like?
 
   She reached for her phone wanting to call her mom but pulled her hand back. What would she say? Hey mom, you know that guy I brought with me, well he’s gay and we’re not getting married. Thanks, love ya. And by the way, I’m thinking about moving home and mooching off you as I try to pull my life together. Okay?
 
   No. If she was going to move home, she’d need a plan. She’d need a job and a place of her own. The only roadblock was herself.
 
   Allison and Ryan hadn’t left things on good terms. There weren’t any terms at all. Knowing Adam and him were still friends made going home harder. Cutting Adam from her life would be like cutting off her own leg. Sure, she’d manage but she’d never feel whole. Complete.
 
   Allison clicked a few boxes, storing her mother’s and brother’s emails in a private folder. She ran through the rest of her messages, forgetting about the words hidden away. Once her fur-lined boots were stashed beneath her desk, she slid her chilled toes into black heels and set her mind to work. Forget about her life and bury herself in her job.
 
   Hours later Allison looked up from her pile of paper work and noticed she’d missed lunch. Not feeling hungry, she opted to take a break when dinner came around. The commotion her boss created with his visitor seemed to die down within the past half-hour. She remembered mention of a big wig in their industry named R.J, but she wasn’t sure if it was the same guy. Besides, what could he want with them? And if it were the same guy, knowing he was from St. Louis, she wondered if she could sneak a few minutes with him to see if he had any openings. Allison doubted as much. She’d never get up enough nerve to track down the elusive R.J. to ask.
 
   Allison shook the cramp from her hand, stretching her fingers and rolling her wrists. Her head fell back, pulling at her neck. Her back screamed when she stood and took a liberal stretch. What she needed was a spa day. Full on body rubbed down, hair, nails and face. The only thing holding her back was the work staring at her from her desk.
 
   After taking her seat, she set back to work. Her hands flew across her keyboard creating a new proposal for a potential client. In college, she hated doing research but as an adult she found the search and retrieval process rewarding. Especially when all her work had paid off with a new client signing a contract.
 
   She tapped her pen against a white sheet of paper she’d drawn swirly hearts upon. The design wasn’t going to make much sense to the gaming company she was pitching to next week. She needed her brother’s help. Allison hadn’t played a video game in years and didn’t know the first thing about what appealed to that targeted market. She wiggled her mouse again and punched in a few keywords in a search engine. Images of clothing, game covers and pictures of guys playing games appeared.
 
   Her mind absorbed as she clicked through the links bouncing from one sight to the next. Colors and images flashed before her eyes like a movie in fast forward.
 
   A quick knock sounded before her door eased open and George stepped inside.
 
   “Hey hun. Didn’t see you in the lunchroom today. Busy?”
 
   His easy smile filled her heart. She didn’t deserve his friendship especially when he didn’t know her mom and dad thought they were still engaged. A minor detail she hadn’t found the guts to make right. “A little. There’s a new client I’m trying to land.”
 
   “Really? Hmm.” He sat in a chair in front of her desk, mindlessly touching items on top.
 
   “What?” She asked.
 
   “Nothing but I think you need a break. Have you had coffee? Lunch? Soda?”
 
   “No, I’m good but I really should get back to work.” Her hands poised above her keyboard. “Oh, hey. What was going on this morning? And why didn’t you tell me?” She peered over her monitor at George’s blue eyes. Her eyebrows rose, tempting him to spill what he knew.
 
   “Well, it seems our boss had a visitor.”
 
   “Duh. I heard it was that R.J. guy?”
 
   Avoiding her stare, he picked a piece of lint from his sweater. “So, that coffee.”
 
   The squeak from her desk chair rolling back caused George’s head to pop up. Keeping her eyes trained on his face, she rose and came around to the front of her desk. Her arms crossed in front of her blouse, tugging the material tight along her arms. “What’s going on here? Do you know something?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Is it about me?” Heat ran the length of her neck.
 
   Again, he nodded.
 
   “Am I getting fired?” Her arms dropped to her side, preparing herself to run from her office and plead to keep her job. Now was not the time to be unemployed. All she needed was to crawl home jobless and broke.
 
   George rose from his chair and stepped to Allison. “Calm down. Man, what a drama queen.” Tension in her body eased. “You’re not getting fired. But there was someone here today and they’re still here.”
 
   “What do they want?”
 
   Another knock sounded at her door except this time, her visitor waited to be let in.
 
   “You should get that,” George said releasing her arms.
 
   Confused and slightly annoyed with the way George avoided giving her a straight answer, Allison moved to the door, pulled it open and gasped.
 
   Staring back at her were deep brown eyes. A smirk tugged at the corner of his mouth setting off a storm of butterflies in her stomach, making her feel light-headed. She was second guessing skipping lunch.
 
   “Ryan.” His name drifted from her lips.
 
   “Hey.” Ryan’s frame filled the doorway. All six feet of him.
 
   “Come in,” she said stepping aside.
 
   He was dressed in a navy three-piece suit. A pressed faint pink shirt hid beneath the vest. Pulling his look together, he knotted a mix of pink, white and navy tie around his neck. One hand tucked into a pant pocket leaving the other rested at his side. His hair appeared longer than it had three weeks prior; thick and dark. His brown eyes were almost black from the shadow the late afternoon sun casting low rays across her office window. Even with the darkness, she read his eyes, and what they told her made her stomach jump. The slight raise of his lips at the side of his mouth caused his dimple to show itself on his cheek. Faint dark stubble kissed his strong jaw line.
 
   He didn’t appear mad. Instead he seemed to be in a playful mood.
 
   George traded places with Ryan, passing in front of Allison’s stunned face. “Hey, thanks for giving me a call,” Ryan said, shaking George’s hand.
 
   “It was my pleasure. Although, I was surprised to learn that we were still engaged.” George’s baby blues pointed at Allison giving her “are you serious with me” look.
 
   She winced at his comment. She hated admitting she was scared. She hoped by Christmas when she was for sure going home next that her parents wouldn’t notice his absence. She knew it wasn’t likely to avoid any sort of explanation.
 
   “Well, all is fixed now.” Ryan added, ushering George to the door.
 
   “Wait, if you knew, does my family know?”
 
   “You mean besides Adam.” Ryan’s words challenged her. “Yes, they know.”
 
   “How come my mother hasn’t said anything to me about it? I just read an email from her today.”
 
   The door closed with a click. Ryan inched closer to Allison causing her to take a step back. He filled the space around her with his scent of cologne. A woodsy, ocean smell.
 
   “Because she knew I was coming here…today.” He moved closer.
 
   The glow from the fluorescent light above casted a halo around his head. He smiled down at Allison. His eyes drew her in, softening along the edges and his smile grew, tugging the corners of his mouth up. Ryan looked good. His gaze smoldered the longer they took in every inch of her face. Her heart beat in her chest and she knew the silence in the room gave her away, flushing her cheeks with warmth.
 
   Several minutes passed in silence. Allison found her courage and shook away the steamy thoughts his eyes placed into her head. Now that he knew she wasn’t really engaged, if given the opportunity, she wanted to kiss him again.
 
   “In town for business,” she asked moving to her desk. She picked at papers and pens scattered across the top, trying to keep her hands busy. If she didn’t look directly at him, maybe the likelihood of caring on a normal conversation was possible.
 
   “You could say that.” His voice rumbled in his chest, almost as if he purred to her. Allison wondered how he ever got any work done and why he didn’t have a trail of women falling behind him.
 
   A thin line of sweat formed between her breasts. She fought the urge to grab a piece of paper to fan herself. Questions swirled in her head. Why wasn’t he asking the obvious one? Why did she pretend to be engaged? Was she desperate? Why was he here? In her office? And what did it have to do with her business?
 
   Ryan turned from her desk and walked toward a poster framed on her wall. He stared at the picture before he glanced over his shoulder. “Did you work on this campaign?”
 
   Allison remembered the account well. She’d been employed for six months, doing grunt work for another account executive. The popular cereal company mostly relied on television and print ads. But with the tech savvy generation they targeted they wanted a new way to reach their market. Allison’s firm offered all facets of marketing and advertising but the executive she worked beneath focused on event marketing. Big, attention getting displays or productions established to catch the consumer’s eyes and drive sales. Event marketing wasn’t what she’d gone to college for but found she enjoyed the area of work; providing her with something new every day.
 
   “Yes I did.”
 
   “We went after that same proposal.”
 
   Ryan’s back still faced Allison. She smiled at her accomplishment, enjoying the fact he didn’t see her gloat. Plus, his backside offered a nice view. “Really?” She asked. “In fact, that’s how I went from a grunt to a step above a grunt.”
 
   He spun around with an easy smile on his lips. He looked proud but Allison knew that emotion wasn’t right. “Impressive,” he offered with a nod. “And I hardly consider you a grunt if you can land something this big.”
 
   “Thanks. This really isn’t a good day for visitors. Apparently my boss is on fire and we have somebody coming by.” George never completely answered her questions about who was coming to visit. But he did say she wasn’t going to lose her job.
 
   Ryan ignored her implied request to leave and pulled a chair to the front of her desk. He unbuttoned his suit jacket, letting the sides fall open. He eased himself into the seat, relaxing against mauve fabric. Ryan rested his ankle against the top of his knee, stretching his arms along the rests of the chair.
 
   “Did I ever mention that I know your boss?”
 
   “No. But if you do know him, you’ll know how he hates surprises. And if you know him, he’ll know you and that you work in the industry, too. As a competitor.”
 
   “Oh yeah, he dislikes surprises. And not getting his way. That really gets his panties in a wad.”
 
   “So, as you can see…”
 
   Ryan interrupted her again. “In fact, I’m surprised that you’ve worked here as long as you have knowing how he is.”
 
   “He’s okay.”
 
   Ryan smirked, allowing a chuckle to shake his body. “Sure.”
 
   Noticing Ryan didn’t seem to have plans vacating her office anytime soon, Allison thought she’d be hospitable. “Would you like something to drink? Coffee? Water?” A butt kick out the door so her boss didn’t ride her about having Ryan Johnson sitting in her office trying to steal advertising plans.
 
   Allison’s hand hovered above her phone when Ryan shook his head, still with a smirk planted on his face. “No thank you. I don’t plan on being here much longer.”
 
   “Okay. Then what brings you here today?”
 
   “You brought me here. Or actually, George did after I spoke with him on the phone on Monday.”
 
   Monday, she yelled in her head. She’d dragged herself around all week, trying to figure out some way to tell her family about George and he’d already done the deed. She needed to have a conversation with him about communication. Allison saw the irony in her own thought process.
 
   “Me? I don’t understand.” Her butt rested against her desk. She was thankful for the support.
 
   “First, why weren’t you honest with me about George, especially after what I told you?”
 
   His words to her about attending her brother’s wedding alone plagued her for weeks. Three to be specific. If she’d spoken up while at home, she’d be forced to admit she’d lied to everyone. The embarrassment was too much. But now that everybody knew and hadn’t said anything to her all week, she wondered if her previous decision was correct. Maybe they would have laughed along with her. Enjoyed the joke.
 
   “Um, well. I was scared to. I didn’t want to risk hurting George and embarrassing him. He really liked you guys, and after you all took him out drinking that first day, he felt connected. He doesn’t have a lot of friends here.”
 
   “We would have still liked him. Adam a little more since now the guy wasn’t marrying his sister.”
 
   An idea she hadn’t realized popped into her head. “Wait. You said Adam knows you know. And my mother knows you’re coming up here. So I’m guessing Adam also knows you’re coming up here. Does he know what you said to…me?” She swallowed the lump stuck in her throat.
 
   “Adam and Sarah came back from their honeymoon and asked me to help him move to her place. I agreed, of course, but he got me over to your parents’ house under false pretenses.”
 
   “You didn’t help him move?”
 
   “No. I helped but that wasn’t the real reason he wanted me to come over.”
 
   “Why did he?” Allison asked.
 
   “He wanted to talk about you.” Her brother mentioned how Ryan always seemed to ask about her. Bees filled her belly in anticipation of Ryan’s next words. “He told me about you and George and then he said I was a big ass for not going after you.”
 
   Allison always feared Adam would be an obstacle Ryan wouldn’t want to tackle. “Oh,” she whispered.
 
   Ryan stood bringing his body close to hers. “And you know what? He was right, about me being an ass. I stood there on that patio beneath that beautiful sky with the prettiest girl and I didn’t fight for you. I’d like to think I was doing the admirable thing. You were with someone else and it wasn’t my place to dredge up the past. I mean I had a chance, right? All those years ago and what did I do at the first sign of trouble? I left.” He ran his hand through his thick brown hair. “You must have thought I was the biggest puss.”
 
   “No. I mean, I was confused but we were so young. And we were both going off to college where you hooked back up with Lynette. And then there was Adam. Who knew how he’d react?”
 
   “That’s the thing. He was so cool about it. In fact, he said nothing would have made him happier to see his best friends together. Of course I slapped him for not saying something sooner.”
 
   Allison let out a breathy laugh.
 
   “So, you came all this way to tell me this?” She wanted more. More of anything involving Ryan.
 
   “Partly. I called George.”
 
   “Wait, I thought he called you.”
 
   “He did after I initiated. I got his voicemail first and then he returned my call. I told him not to tell you and to be honest I wouldn’t have hated him if he did. I just needed to talk to him first without you in the picture. I needed to know if there was a chance of you wanting to see me if I came all this way.”
 
   Allison fidgeted with the buttons on her blouse. “You came here to see if there was a chance?” She needed him to say what she hoped in her heart he’d say.
 
   “Partly. And I came here to tell your boss, that you quit.”
 
   Not what she’d thought he’d say. “What?” She asked finding her voice.
 
   “I told him that he couldn’t handle your talent and that you were wasting it on him.”
 
   “You had no right.” Fire burned along her neck. The force pushed her to her feet standing face to neck with Ryan. “You can’t just walk in here…”
 
   “Will you let me finish?” He reached down, grabbed Allison’s wrists. She pulled against him as he brought her arms toward him, forcing her to stand up close to him. Her breathing sped up with the force she exerted. His hold was firm and tight, not budging. Allison tried one more time, using the weight in her body as she yanked from his hold. “I’d be a fool if I didn’t steel you up. Talents and all. Can’t you see what I’m telling you?”
 
   “No.” Her mind swirled. She didn’t understand anything except he went into her boss’ office and resigned for her.
 
   “I love you, dammit. And you’re going to leave this job. This city. Come back to St. Louis where you can work with me. Where I can spend every minute of every day with you. Where your talents will be appreciated and where you can challenge me. I’m not letting you go this time.”
 
   She heard his words but none of them made sense. “And then what?”
 
   “And then I’m going to make up for the years away from you. I know we have something between us. I knew it then but was too stupid to understand. I need you in my life and not just as my friend’s sister.” Ryan’s breath matched Allison’s pushing from his lungs. Ryan held her wrists within his strong, but gentle hands. She itched to erase the distance between them. His hands tightened and tugged, giving Allison exactly what she wanted. They stared into each other’s eyes, never faltering. She was almost afraid to breathe, fearing it would put unwanted space between their bodies. She quickly noticed his initials embroidered across the cuff of his shirt. The letters R.J. nagged at her but she couldn’t focus on their meaning.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’ve thought about you almost every day since I darted from your bedroom all those years ago and if I think about you that much and we weren’t together. I can only imagine the toll you’re going to take on me if we are together.” He pulled her closer. “You will be the end of me. I can already see that I’m not going to get any work done and I’ll probably have to close down my business.”
 
   Allison couldn’t believe what she was hearing. In a matter of minutes, he’d turned her world upside down and shook it like a snow globe. Was this what Adam wanted to talk to her about? Did he know all of Ryan’s plans? She didn’t have a second to dwell on her thoughts because one second she was staring into his brown eyes and the next, her lips were pulled into his with crushing force. Ryan’s were warm, melting the nerves spiking up her spine. Butterflies dive-bombed her stomach. He released her wrists only to wrap his steady hands around her waist, pulling her tighter to his chest. Her hands became trapped between their bodies. She didn’t mind getting a chance to appreciate the muscles beneath his silken shirt. Her fingers itched to unbutton his clothing to explore.
 
   Ryan’s lips held her captive with pleasant pressure. His lips seared the skin along her jaw, pulling more heat to pool beneath her skin. With each soft lick, sparks like lightening shot to her toes before settling in places she’d only read about in dirty books. A moan escaped her lips when his kiss and find expedition ended with a gentle tug at her ear lobe.
 
   “Alli,” he mumbled against her skin.
 
   His words pulled her from his kissing induced fog. Reluctantly, she pushed against his chest, breaking the seal of his lips against her neck. “Wait.”
 
   Ryan eased his hold around her waist, allowing space between them. With heavy lidded eyes, he gazed upon Allison keeping a satisfied smile on his face. His wet lips from their brief kiss begged to be kissed again but she shook the idea away. “Did you just quit my job, hire me and then what? Ask me to be your girlfriend?”
 
   “Don’t forget I apologized for being an ass.”
 
   “Yeah, that too.”
 
   “Yes.” A sparkle in his eye persuaded Allison to believe. She wanted to believe that everything she wanted was within her grasp if she only took the next step. She wasn’t sure if there was a next step since he hadn’t given her a question to answer. More like statements. Matter of facts.
 
   She stepped back from his embrace watching his hands and face fall. She hated the look on him but she needed space between them in order to think. His kisses, scent and muscles clouded her thoughts, dragging her to his side without allowing her a say in her life.
 
   “What if I don’t want to leave?” She questioned, turning her back on him. He needed to know that she wasn’t a prize or a piece of property. She had a say in things. “What if I don’t want to leave my job, move back home and work for you?”
 
   “If I’m out of place, I’m sorry, but…”
 
   “And you come in here, sweep me off my feet and hope everything will be okay just because you say.” It was her turn to interrupt.
 
   “I just thought…”
 
   Now she had him re-guessing. “And you expect me to run off and be with you.”
 
   Ryan closed the space between them in a few steps. He scooped her up in his embrace, holding her body close to his. His face buried into her soft brown hair, taking in deep breathes. “You know you’re happier at home. I saw the light in your eyes during your brother’s wedding.”
 
   “I think that was all the alcohol.”
 
   “Sure, that too.” He pushed back, still keeping a firm hold on her. “Admit it. You want to come back. Listen, you don’t have to stay at your parents. Did you know your job comes with moving expenses as well as a rent stipend until you receive your first paycheck?”
 
   Allison wrapped her arms around his neck, holding his head buried into her hair. “I love you,” she whispered to him. “But next time, let me quit my own job.”
 
   Ryan leaned his head back with a raised eyebrow. “Um, next time, you’ll be working for me. I hope you won’t have to quit.”
 
   “Wait a second. You mean working with you.”
 
   “Right.” He answered, cutting her further words with a kiss.
 
   When he finally released her lips, he set her back on her feet. “I think there’s only one thing left to do.”
 
   She scrunched her face. “What?”
 
   “I’ve met George. Now I need to meet the other male in your life.”
 
   Confused, she stared at him. He knew everybody in her life. Did he think she was dating someone? But before she could set him straight, he cut her off again. “I need to meet your cat before you bring him back to St. Louis. I mean, if I’m going to be around, I think he and I need to at least meet.”
 
   “Okay. By the way. What’s the name of your company?”
 
   “R.J. Industries. Why?”
 
   She figured as much. Her now former boss’ biggest competitor happened to be the biggest crush of her life.
 
   Allison knew everything was going to be all right. Life had an interesting way of working out. She had her brother’s wedding to thank for her newfound life.
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   DOUBLE DOG DARE
 
   Jennifer Johnson
 
   We’re all mad here.
 
   ~The Cheshire Cat
 
    
 
   When Cheris McDowell wakes up in a hotel room next to the husband she doesn’t remember meeting, she decides the only practical solution is a quiet divorce.
 
   Too bad the rest of the world disagrees.
 
   As an Internet advice guru, Cheris ought to know how to fix the mess she woke up to, but when her own web master conspires to keep the marriage going, Cheris is at a loss.
 
   Geoff Arrowood III, her new husband, isn’t helping the situation. He’s way too charming and looks a little too good in a Tuxedo.
 
   Will Cheris choose a little storybook madness or the sensible advice of the wisdom she’s followed all her life?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Drink Me
 
    
 
   “I dare you,” her companion murmured.
 
   “I don’t take dares,” Cheris replied shooting him a disdainful look.
 
   “What about a double dog dare?” He winked, and Cheris’ stomach fluttered. “Do you take those?”
 
   It was silly, really, letting this stranger impel her to anything. Squaring her shoulders she stepped forward into the looking glass and retrieved the drink. Bringing it to her lips, she sipped once and discovered it to be mild yet sweet—similar to cantaloupe in the peak of its season.
 
   “Mmm. Very nice.” She tilted the cup and drained it. “I’ve never tasted anything quite like it.” She licked her lips and tilted her head. Picking up another glass, she set the empty one in its place. “Go over there and drink one.”
 
   The man raised his eyebrows, but walked to the chair. They faced each other as he determined the correct glass to pick up.
 
   “Yes. That’s the one.” Cheris drank from the second glass enjoying the cool liquid. “I’ve got to find out what this stuff—oh!” She gasped as she tripped over the frame.
 
   At once he was at her side steadying her. “Careful there, Alice. It’s the rabbit hole you’re supposed to fall into.”
 
   Oh. My. Goodness.
 
   Cheris’ hands were on his arms, her fingers sliding over the material, reveling in the solid flesh underneath. She raised her face and blinked up at him. “Whoever you may be,” she drawled. “I have always depended on kindness in strangers.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   I wonder if I’ve been changed in the night? Let me think. Was I the same when I got up this morning? I almost think I can remember feeling a little different. But if I’m not the same, the next question is ‘Who in the world am I?’ Ah, that’s the great puzzle!
 
   —Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll
 
    
 
   The vice tightened around her skull waking Cheris with its torment, and she gripped her head.
 
   Was she dying? She had to be. Nobody in this much pain could be okay.
 
   Nausea gripped her stomach. Cautiously, she opened her eyes, thankful, at least, that the room was dim. The curtains were drawn, though the lightened edges attested to the fact that the sun was up. With her hands pressed against her scalp in an effort to stave off the deathly ache, Cheris turned her head slowly.
 
   Where was she anyway? This wasn’t her bedroom. This looked like a hotel room. She scanned the rest of the room. Nice but…
 
   There was a man in bed with her!
 
   His back was to her, but it was definitely a guy, still asleep.
 
   What happened last night?
 
   Trying not to jar the bed to wake him up, Cheris slipped from the mattress and gulped. Whose white button-down shirt was she wearing? Probably his. How low had she sunk? A one night stand.
 
   Her? Not in a million years. No way.
 
   But the evidence was so damning.
 
   Cheris searched the carpeted floor for her clothes, and spotted her bra but not the ruffled blouse Janie, her best friend, insisted she wear to the art gala last night. Some of Janie’s painted work had been featured and the private party had been lively even at five o’clock when Cheris had arrived.
 
   She’d held a glass of champagne and pretended to drink it for the toast. The only other beverage she’d consumed had been some punch. It must have been alcohol.
 
   Oh, no.
 
   What an idiot she was. A stupid, stupid…
 
   She grabbed her linen skirt with her panties tucked inside hanging from the shade of the lamp on the bedside table.
 
   Cheris McDowell did not throw her clothes on the furniture. She placed them neatly in a pile in the dirty clothes hamper. The man in the bed sighed and turned onto his back, flinging his arm across the bed to where Cheris had been. In sleep, his face was relaxed, his dark hair tousled. She glanced at him noting his bare shoulders and chest as she tiptoed past the bed. Ah, thank you, she thought as she spotted her purse on the dresser. She grabbed it and entered the bathroom. She didn’t dare turn on the light or even close the door afraid of waking him, whoever he was.
 
   Who was he? How could she do this?
 
   She stripped off the shirt without bothering with the buttons. The scent of male cologne wafting from the material triggered an image of tawny eyes behind trim glasses gazing at her from the face in the next room.
 
   “You may kiss my hand, sir.”
 
   Her voice and her outstretched arm.
 
   Her hands shook so badly, it took her several tries to get her bra fastened and her straps on her shoulders. Wrenching her arms into the big shirt, she tried not to think about its owner. Quickly, she tugged on her panties and skirt. Who knew where her blouse was, or her shoes? She wasn’t going to look for them. She had to get out of here before he woke up.
 
   Talk about awkward.
 
   Hello. I’m Cheris. I know we slept together, but I didn’t catch your name.
 
   Cheris’ throat closed up.
 
   She hurried out of the bathroom and quietly opened the door leading to the hallway. Clicking the door shut behind her, she sprinted down the passage to the elevator.
 
   She entered the lobby attempting to act nonchalant, as if she knew where she was, as if she didn’t have a headache the size of the iceberg which sank the Titanic, as if she were wearing shoes.
 
   A woman behind the desk smiled at her.
 
   “Do you have today’s paper?” Cheris asked her as she rifled through her purse.
 
   Wallet?
 
   Check.
 
   Cell phone?
 
   Check.
 
   Keys?
 
   Check.
 
   “We have The Herald Times, The Mountain Journal, and The Independence. Which would you like?”
 
   Since Cheris had only asked for the paper to find out where she was, she answered, “The local one.”
 
   The woman handed her The Mountain Journal.
 
   The news of Serenity, Kentucky, the paper touted. Serenity was a tourist hideaway and about an hour and a half away from Cullsbaeir, her home.
 
   Why had they come here, and how was she going to get back?
 
   Cheris massaged her temple with one hand. She spotted the doorway next to the counter labeled ‘Sundry’ and went to find something for her head.
 
   After purchasing a bottled water out of the machine, a travel pack of Aleve, and a pair of flip flops, Cheris asked the clerk about the closest car rental place.
 
   “Is something wrong with your car?” the young woman asked.
 
   Cheris debated on her answer.
 
   “You’re in room forty-three twenty, right? I checked you in last night. I had to pull a double.” She stuck her tongue out in exhaustion. “The morning desk help didn’t show up so I’m here until three.” Typing on the keyboard in front of her, she peered at the screen. “I remember you giving your husband a hard time because he didn’t know your license plate number.”
 
   “My husband.” Cheris rubbed her closed eyelids attempting to relieve her agony. “Right.”
 
   “Blue Prius?”
 
   Relief washed over her. Her car! Her car was here. Oh, thank the Lord, her car had made it to this side of the nightmare. Cheris raked the flip flops off the counter and shoved her feet into them. “Of course. I should take my car. Thanks.”
 
   She strode toward the front door hoping the parking lot wasn’t too big. Asking the woman where they parked might make her suspicious. Cheris pressed the unlock button on her keyring and listened for the telltale beep.
 
   And there it was in the second row. Cheris heaved a sigh of relief.
 
   This could have been so much worse. So much. Guilt niggled at her for leaving the man in the hotel room without a shirt or a way home, but too bad.
 
   That’s what he gets for having a one night stand and lying to the hotel clerk about being married.
 
   What a piece of scum. Revulsion crawled up her spine.
 
   Cheris opened the door of her car and sat inside. Hmm. Her feet didn’t reach the pedals which meant someone else had driven them here.
 
   Him, probably.
 
   Goodness knew she hadn’t needed to drive if she didn’t even remember how they got here. Cheris turned the key and cranked the engine. When she placed her hands on the steering wheel, she paused as she studied her left hand.
 
   And the wedding band on her ring finger.
 
   Putting the car in gear, the tires squealed as she tore out of the parking lot and got away from there as fast as she could.
 
   Before she hit the main drag, she pulled the ring off and dropped it in the cup holder. It clattered as it settled.
 
   What have I done?
 
   ****
 
   When Cheris arrived at her apartment, she headed to the kitchen and retrieved another bottle of water from the refrigerator hoping to erase the not-quite-gone pain in her head. The pain reliever had taken most of the ache, but had done nothing for the regret of a night she couldn’t remember.
 
   Why had she been wearing a ring?
 
   Cheris drank half of the contents of the bottle before sitting it on the counter. Her next task was to take a shower as if she could wash away what she had done.
 
   If anybody found out….
 
   On her way to the bathroom, the doorbell pealed. Against her better judgment, she pivoted and walked to the door peering through the keyhole.
 
   Janie.
 
   This was her fault.
 
   She was the one who insisted Cheris come to the opening last night to support her best friend in the gala.
 
   “You have to be here,” Janie’d declared. “My mom and dad won’t come because they have a bunch of my old fogey relatives in town who can’t take the vagina imagery of my Secret Garden Grown Up piece. I need you to video me with all the big wigs admiring my art.”
 
   Where was Janie’s Flip camcorder anyway?
 
   Cheris grasped the knob and pulled.
 
   “What in the heck are you wearing? Where did you disappear to last night?” Janie began without preamble as she walked in the apartment.
 
   “Hard to say,” Cheris hedged. She walked to her purse and rummaged through it. Where was the Flip?
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   Definitely not here. “Umm. Why do you ask?” Cheris closed the bag, picked it up, and put it in its cubby hole under the counter separating the kitchen from the living room.
 
   Janie collapsed on Cheris’ couch and propped her feet on the coffee table. “Some people got into Gary Sheirer’s Drink Me/Eat Me stuff in his Wonderland exhibit, and it’s created mayhem throughout the tri-state area.”
 
   Cheris raised her other hand to her head cradling it. “The punch?” Yes. Cheris had been in the Wonderland room. She had eaten a petit four and drunk the sweet beverage from an oversized thimble.
 
   “It was an interactive exhibit. That’s why no underage people could be at the party.”
 
   “But it wasn’t—”
 
   “Labeled alcoholic? I know. Neither were the cakes. One or the other was fine, but combined?” Janie grinned and shook her head. “They had to pull a woman off a water tower she climbed after the gala. A man got arrested for streaking in downtown Central Park, and there is another man missing. Got any Diet Coke? I’d kill for one.”
 
   “Oh, Janie.” Cheris retrieved a can for her friend and handed it to her.
 
   “Most people got the message from the Drink Me and Eat Me signs, but I guess a few brave dummies thought it’d be cute to see if they’d shrink and grow.”
 
   A flash of the sleeping man rushed through Cheris’ memory. Last night he had stood in the Wonderland room with her.
 
   “I dare you,” he said.
 
   “I don’t take dares,” Cheris replied.
 
   “What about a double dog dare?” He winked, and Cheris stomach fluttered. “Do you take those?”
 
   Cheris gasped at the recollection.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Janie asked. “You didn’t do the eat me, drink me stuff, did you?”
 
   Cheris sighed. “Did I give you back your camcorder last night?”
 
   Janie cocked her head at her friend ignoring her question. “You did, didn’t you? Huh. Well, that’s surprising. Ms. Let-me-fix-your-life Hip Granny ate and drank unknown substances.”
 
   Hip Granny, the web giant who organized homes and lives, who advised on health and relationships, who did not get drunk and wake up next to a strange man.
 
   “I’m not Hip Granny.”
 
   Janie snorted. “You are soo the Hip Granny.”
 
   “Annie Hill is the Hip Granny.”
 
   “That woman hasn’t done anything but interviews in over a year, Granny.”
 
   Janie was one of the few people who knew Annie had retired leaving Cheris as the practical advice guru. It was easy to impersonate the older woman via the World Wide Web when all people saw were typed words.
 
   “Look, Janie, I’m going to go take a shower.”
 
   “Are you okay? You didn’t do anything crazy last night, did you?”
 
   Knock. Knock. Knock.
 
   Cheris formulated an answer as she stepped to the door and opened it. On her porch stood what she did crazy last night.
 
   A squeak escaped her mouth as she stared at him.
 
   How did he know where she lived? How did he get here?
 
   With a white plastic bag in his hand and wearing a snug undershirt with Tuxedo pants, the man stared back at her. His disheveled hair and unshaven face testified to the fact he had come straight here from the hotel.
 
   “Hi,” he said.
 
   “Who is it?” Janie asked.
 
   Good question.
 
   Janie appeared next to her and pulled the door open wider. “Oh, hey, Geoff. What are you doing here?”
 
   Geoff? Cheris turned to her friend. “How do you…?”
 
   Janie gawked. She pointed at Cheris’ oversized Tuxedo shirt then Geoff’s black pants. A huge grin split her face. “Are you kidding me? You two slept together last night? I love it!”
 
   Janie grabbed the man’s arm and pulled him inside. Cheris moved so as not to get hit by the door or…Geoff.
 
   He studied her while Janie took the bag from his hand. “What’s this?” She smacked her lips as she set the bag on the counter and opened it. “Oh. Evidence.” She reached inside and pulled out Cheris’ turquoise shirt, her matching high heeled pumps, and the Flip recorder.
 
   “How did you know where I lived?” Cheris asked him. Geoff. Who are you? Did you get into the Drink Me/Eat Me concoction too?
 
   Geoff’s gaze moved from her to Janie and back again. He adjusted his glasses. “I found out.”
 
   Janie placed her hands on her hips surveying them both. “My brother and my best friend doing the dirty deed!”
 
   “Your brother!”
 
   He reached beneath his glasses and rubbed the bridge of his nose with thumb and forefinger. “Nothing dirty, Janie, so would you leave so I can talk to Cheris alone?”
 
   “You’re Janie’s brother?” Cheris scowled at him before turning her attention to her friend. “How could you let me go off with him like that?”
 
   “I didn’t know he’d take you to Serenity to have illicit sex with you. Why Serenity, anyway? Aren’t the beds here in Cullsbaier good enough? Seems like a long drive just to—”
 
   Geoff held up his left hand with the gold band prominent on his ring finger. “To get married.”
 
   “We’re not!”
 
   “You’re not!”
 
   Both women spoke in unison.
 
   “Real nice anniversary present, you jerk! Mom’s going to throw a hissy when she finds out.”
 
   Geoff turned his back on his sister and faced Cheris, his caramel colored eyes appealed to her. “You don’t remember?”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “We’re not.”
 
   “Not anything?”
 
   “We talked at the Wonderland exhibit, but I wouldn’t have…I wouldn’t have....We’re not m…m…m” She took a shuttering breath.
 
   He broke eye contact, reached into his pocket, and pulled out a folded paper. “The courthouse closes at nine pm on Fridays in Serenity.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Janie, please? I’d like to talk to my wife by myself.”
 
   “I’m not,” Cheris whispered.
 
   Without another word, Janie walked to the door, opened it, and left shutting the door softly behind her.
 
   Cheris gripped the edge of the paper sliding it out of Geoff’s hand. Walking to the counter, she opened the papers and spread them on the surface. A copy of a marriage license and a smaller perforated sheet of the original to be given to the legally married couple.
 
    
 
   Groom: Geoffrey Watkins Arrowood, III.
 
   Bride: Cheris Leigh McDowell.
 
    
 
   She turned stricken eyes to the man standing next to her. “It isn’t legal. We were both drunk from that…food and drink.”
 
   “I wasn’t.”
 
   “It can’t be binding because I was.”
 
   Geoff said nothing.
 
   “Why would you marry me if you weren’t high on that Wonderland elixir? Is this a joke to you? Marry some stupid drunk woman and sleep with her?”
 
   “You—”
 
   “Don’t. Please. There’s nothing you can say to make this all right.”
 
   “How about let’s see if we can make this work?”
 
   “You’re insane.”
 
   Geoff shrugged. “You look good in my shirt.”
 
   Cheris dropped her head and studied the shirt. She raised her chin and marched into her bedroom slamming the door shut behind her. In less than a second she had whipped it off of her body, wadded it up in a ball, and threw it to the floor. Stepping on the material, she crossed her room and pulled a neatly folded shirt out of her bureau drawer and stuck her head and arms in it.
 
   There now.
 
   Picking up the offending object in her fist, she rejoined the crazy man in her living room.
 
   “Here you go.” She shoved the shirt at him and strode to the front door opening it in invitation. “Please leave now. I have a headache, and I cannot deal with lunatics at the present moment. I will contact you later, at which time we will discuss how to get unmarried.”
 
   Geoff didn’t move. “You don’t have my number.”
 
   “I know your sister. I know her number.” The implications of the statement were cosmic.
 
   Janie the artist. Janie the rebel. Janie the wild woman who would try anything and do anything a second time so everybody would know the first time hadn’t been a fluke. Janie whose current boyfriend had served time in jail.
 
   “Janie’s my sister.” Geoff entered Cheris’ kitchen, and she ducked to watch him through the opening between the overhead cabinet and the bar. “Twin sister, actually. But we’re not very much alike.” He plucked a marker from its holder next to a small dry erase board displayed on her refrigerator. Next to her grocery list, he wrote his name and a telephone number. “I’m staying at the Days Inn on Vincent Avenue if you’d rather talk in person.”
 
   He replaced the marker and strolled toward Cheris.
 
   He paused in front of her. “Okay?”
 
   Cheris shook her head.
 
   “It will be.” His warm gaze caressed her before he exited the apartment.
 
   Cheris stood at the open door and watched him shake out his shirt and slide his arms into it while he punched a number on his cell phone and spoke into it.
 
   Suddenly he stopped and did an about face. He lowered the phone. “Hey Cheris?” he called.
 
   Cheris waited in silence as they watched each other across the span of the walkway.
 
   “You look good in your shirt, too.”
 
   She stepped behind the threshold as her heart thumped in her chest and closed herself away from the sight of Geoff Watkins Arrowood, the third, with his rumpled unbuttoned shirt and ebony dress pants in the early spring sunshine.
 
   A memorable quote from the Queen of Hearts entered Cheris’ mind, and she bit her lip in mirth.
 
   Off with his head.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “It’s a poor sort of memory that only works backward”
 
   —Through the Looking Glass by Lewis Carroll
 
    
 
   Cheris surfed the web looking for a way out of her marriage. It seemed that even if she was under the influence the marriage was legal if it was signed by the appropriate parties. Cheris picked up the document which Geoff had left behind. County Clerk. Witness. Bride. Groom. She checked each name, each signature. The witness had been Gloria Kloes who had written her title as well. Administrative Assistant to the City Commissioners.
 
   Administrative Assistant. What was she doing there at eight-thirty on a Friday night anyway? That’s ridiculous. Darned dedicated public servants.
 
   Cheris pulled out a blank file folder and picked up a pen. Poised over the manila tab, the pen stilled. What should she label this folder in which she would keep the marriage license until she and Geoff could go see a lawyer?
 
   Marriage?
 
   Mistake?
 
   Finally, she decided on License and slipped the papers inside and placed it behind her Life Insurance folder in the filing cabinet.
 
   How could this have happened? Why couldn’t she remember anything? Had Janie introduced her to Geoff?
 
   Cheris stood from her chair, pushing it under the desk and going to the bathroom pantry to retrieve a spray bottle of cleaner and a dust cloth. Beginning at the bureau in her bedroom, she wiped each surface.
 
   No. Janie had not introduced them.
 
   Cheris had filmed Janie with her Secret Garden exhibit before moving to the other rooms, admiring the other artistic renditions of classic children’s stories, the theme of the gala. The Wonderland room had been exquisite with a vaporous water pipe in the shape of a club teetering on the edge of an oversized mushroom on a bed of real Fescue, a warped table with a black tea service arranged to resemble a spade, and a heart topped scepter lying across a gilded throne.
 
   In the corner sat a stark white façade of a house. To one side toddler-sized furniture was arranged—an armoire, a marble topped sideboard, and an Elizabethan style chair. On the opposite end the furnishings were large and blocked. A skeleton key balanced at its side on the edge of the table above Cheris’ head, and the wooden chairs big enough to sit three people. Arranged on a doily of one of the chairs were small punch filled milk glass cups etched to resemble thimbles and snowy petit fours on a china platter. A man stood next to the chair eating one of the delicacies.
 
   Dressed in a Tuxedo in front of the completely white exhibit, he seemed to belong within the display. His nearly black hair, a little too long, curled at his neck, and he wore small gold rimmed glasses. Cheris glanced around the room to find they were alone. Was this why he thought it permissible to deface the art?
 
   “You’re not supposed to eat that, are you? That’s part of the exhibit,” Cheris advised.
 
   “We’re part of the exhibit.” His eyes glittered in amusement from behind the clear lenses. He held out the cake to her. “Take a bite.”
 
   “I’m not eating after you. I don’t even know you.”
 
   “Afraid you’ll catch cooties? I’ve had all my shots.”
 
   “There is no vaccination against lice, and you don’t catch them by sharing forks.”
 
   “How astute of you. Come here.” He motioned for her to follow him to a row of mirrors. “That’s why there are no characters because we are the characters. See?” He walked to a mirror next to the wall, and Cheris followed. Though their faces were theirs, their bodies had morphed. The man was now The Mad Hatter, and Cheris the Cheshire Cat. She smiled in delight.
 
   “Keep your smile, and watch what happens,” he advised.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Show that gorgeous grin and look into the mirror.”
 
   Uncertain, Cheris glanced at her companion, so tall, next to her. He nodded toward the glass surface, and Cheris turned her attention back toward it watching in amazement as the fluffy stripped cat disappeared, then Cheris’ own face until only her mouth remained in the darkened mirror.
 
   “Oh.” She breathed the word out.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “How does it do that?”
 
   “I think the appropriate response is Curiouser and Curiouser.”
 
   Attraction for the stranger tugged at Cheris. He seemed familiar to her though she didn’t know why. “Have we met?”
 
   “No, we haven’t.” He met her gaze in the next set of mirrors. “It appears that I am now the Queen, and you are the Mock Turtle. Can we switch? It’s so unbecoming to want to decapitate everybody.”
 
   Cheris stepped to the shiny frame centered among the rest. Instead of a whimsical character, there reflected were the petit fours on the doily and blood red punch in oversized white thimbles.
 
   Cheris moved her hand in front of the reflection and pivoted her body to stand in between the mirror and the display nearby. How odd that it showed the display but not her. In a moment, she understood that it was not a mirror at all, but a receded crevice. Feeling a bit like Alice, she reached her hand inside the rectangle.
 
   “You should take a cake to reflect the one I ate.”
 
   “I take the cake?”
 
   “Most definitely.”
 
   Cheris paused. She glanced over her shoulder, judged which one to pick up before doing so. Withdrawing her hand, she bit into the delicacy, its lightness surprising her. She wondered if she could get the recipe from the artist, maybe cover the exhibit on Hip Granny on art appreciation and the senses?
 
   She swallowed and sighed in contentment eyeing the blood red punch.
 
   Drink Me
 
   “I dare you,” her companion murmured.
 
   “I don’t take dares,” Cheris replied shooting him a disdainful look.
 
   “What about a double dog dare?” He winked, and Cheris’ stomach fluttered. “Do you take those?”
 
   It was silly, really, letting this stranger impel her to anything. Studying the thimbles on the tray and comparing them to the one behind her, she did notice one less cup. Squaring her shoulders she stepped forward into the looking glass and retrieved the drink. Bringing it to her lips, she sipped once and discovered it to be mild yet sweet—similar to cantaloupe in the peak of its season.
 
   “Mmm. Very nice.” She tilted the cup and drained it. “I’ve never tasted anything quite like it.” She licked her lips and tilted her head. Picking up another glass, she set the empty one in its place. “Go over there and drink one.”
 
   The man raised his eyebrows, but walked to the chair. They faced each other as he determined the correct glass to pick up.
 
   “Yes. That’s the one.” Cheris drank from the second glass enjoying the cool liquid. “I’ve got to find out what this stuff—oh!” She gasped as she tripped over the frame.
 
   At once he was at her side steadying her. “Careful there, Alice. It’s the rabbit hole you’re supposed to fall into.”
 
   Oh. My. Goodness.
 
   Cheris’ hands were on his arms, her fingers sliding over the material, reveling in the solid flesh underneath. She raised her face and blinked up at him. “Whoever you may be,” she drawled. “I have always depended on kindness in strangers.”
 
   ****
 
   After dusting the apartment from top to bottom, Cheris turned on the television to the classic movie channel and lay back on the couch. She remembered very little after her Blanche DuBois quip last night. That was probably a good thing. She didn’t really want to know the sordid details of a quickie ceremony in the Serenity courthouse or what had happened after that in the hotel room.
 
   She shivered in disgust before reaching for the telephone and dialing Geoff’s number. Dealing with it now was better than putting it off until later. They’d make an appointment with a lawyer first thing Monday morning and begin divorce proceedings.
 
   When his voice mail picked up, Cheris ignored the goose bumps on her arms at the timbre of his words. She left a brief message asking him to call her.
 
   Did he live in town? How come Cheris had never met him? Sure she knew Janie had a brother and that her parents lived in Cullsbaeir, but she’d never met any of them.
 
   What kind of man would marry a woman he just met? He had to have known she wasn’t in her right mind. What had she said last night? What had she done?
 
   Cheris groaned and scrubbed her face with her hands. Rolling on her side she watched Doris Day jump on a horse to go rescue her love interest. Cheris had seen the movie a dozen times and knew the man Doris fancied herself in love with would not be the one she’d sing about in the moonlight by the end of the movie. With her lids heavy, Cheris settled against the cushions. Her eyes closed once, twice before sleep claimed her.
 
   Bam! Bam! Bam!
 
   In her deerskin outfit, Cheris aimed her gun firing in rapid succession from atop her galloping horse.
 
   “Cheris, honey? Are you in there?”
 
   Honey?
 
   Cheris fell off the couch becoming fully awake when her butt hit the floor.
 
   She jumped up, ran to the door, and threw it open.
 
   “Danny!”
 
   Geoff dressed in suit and tie stared at her. He turned behind him as if searching for someone then back to Cheris. “I’m Geoff. We met last night and apparently again this morning. Who’s Danny?”
 
   “What?” Cheris shook her head, the vestiges of her movie-inspired dream dissipating.
 
   “You called me Danny.” Geoff wrinkled his nose at her. “You’re not cheating on me, are you? What a shame since we’re technically still on our honeymoon.”
 
   Cheris gawked. “There is no honeymoon! What were you thinking last night? At least I had an excuse for doing something so imbecilic.”
 
   Geoff grinned and nodded. “Imbecilic. I knew I’d arrived when Janie threatened me with the wrath of Mom.”
 
   “Don’t act so proud of yourself. We’re going to have to get a lawyer, you know.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Cheris stepped back and motioned for him to come inside. No use in the neighbors hearing of her divorce plans. When Cheris closed the door behind him, the room seemed to have shrunk to the size of her too-small closet. “What are you doing here anyway?”
 
   In his tuxedo last night, he had looked like a movie star fitting in well on the set of the Wonderland exhibit. Today his gray suit with the red tie loosened, Geoff exuded confidence and comfort. His hazel eyes behind his eyeglasses had been what she had noticed first last night. Their unusual color was the same as Janie’s. That’s why he had seemed familiar to her. They twinkled at her now.
 
   “I received your message. I thought I’d come by instead of calling you back. Is your headache any better?”
 
   “My headache?” Cheris snorted. “It just came back.”
 
   Geoff closed the distance between them, reaching his hand up to touch her, but Cheris retreated.
 
   He sighed. “Give me a break here. Don’t you think if I wanted to maul you, I would have done it last night when you were more than a willing participant?”
 
   “Don’t you dare talk about last night. You make me sick!”
 
   Geoff shook his head sorrowfully, walked to the door, opened it, and left shutting it softly behind him.
 
   What?
 
   Cheris stood there shaking. What just happened? He leaves without a word?
 
   Knock. Knock. Knock.
 
   Cheris reached forward, twisted the knob, and pulled.
 
   “Hi.” Geoff smiled congenially. “I’m Geoff Arrowood. We met last night at the gala.” He offered her his hand. “I apologize for coming by unannounced. I got your voicemail, and your apartment was on my way back to the hotel.”
 
   Cheris hesitated before grasping his hand and wished she hadn’t as a current of electricity shot up her arm through her body and all the way down to her toes.
 
   Geoff continued, his hand still enveloping hers. “I know you know who I am, but I thought since we were never properly introduced—that you remember anyway—we could start over.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Geoff nodded and waited.
 
   “I’m…umm…Cheris McDowell.”
 
   “You’re friends with my sister, Janie.” Geoff’s handshake maneuvered into a handhold, his thumb stroking the flesh over her knuckles. Cherish glanced down at their hands.
 
   Geoff closed his eyes briefly before directing a sheepish grin her way. “Sorry,” he said as he dropped his hand. “Starting over,” he muttered. “Want me to go out and knock again?”
 
   Cherish giggled. “That’s okay.” She opened the door wider. “Come on in.” She stood aside as he entered. The door closed again. She glanced back and saw the blanket she had covered up with during her nap lying askew on the floor. She strode over, snatched it up, and folded it. “Have a seat, and I’ll fix us some iced tea.” She placed the neatly folded blanket on the back of the couch.
 
   “Please don’t go to any trouble.” He shifted from one foot to the other.
 
   Why didn’t he sit down? Why was he so tall?
 
   Giving him a wide berth, she headed toward the kitchen. Once there, she clutched her chest and blew out a breath. For a moment she closed her eyes, willing the stampeding beat of her heart to slow. He’s Janie’s brother. I can do this. I can act civil and not wonder what we did, how it felt….
 
   Stop! He is Janie’s brother. Give him food and drink. Discuss a plan to fix the problem. Invite him to leave. Okay?
 
   Yes.
 
   Good.
 
   Cheris shook her head and decided not to dwell on the fact that she was talking to herself, and answering back. What had the Cheshire cat said to Alice?
 
   We’re all mad here.
 
   Yes. That about summed it up.
 
   Cheris pulled out a serving tray and retrieved two glasses from her cabinet filling them with some tea she had brewed earlier in the day. Surveying the pantry, she grabbed a jar of mixed nuts to go with the beverage.
 
   Mixed nuts.
 
   Very appropriate.
 
   In a few minutes Cheris entered her small living room with a tray carrying two glasses of iced tea, a plate of sliced lemons, and a candy dish containing the metaphor for her and the man sitting on her couch. The dish had been a gift from Annie Hill. What would she say if she knew Cheris had woken up next to Geoff without any memory of marrying him?
 
   The tray banged against the coffee table, a result of Cheris’ shaky hands. Tea spilled over the rims of the glasses, but if Geoff noticed he didn’t comment. Perching on the edge of the couch a safe distance from him, Cheris picked up a Battenberg lace cloth, wrapped it around the glass and handed it to him.
 
   The napkins were antique, another gift from Annie. On a whim, Cheris had placed them on the tray thinking that Geoff deserved Annie’s Battenberg lace. Even if she never saw him again after the divorce, she’d never have another first husband.
 
   “Lemon?”
 
   “This is fine.” Geoff drank deeply from the glass and rested it—half-full—on his knee. The bright gold band on his finger caught Cheris’ gaze and held it.
 
   Why was he still wearing the ring?
 
   “Geoff.” Even saying his name felt strange. “When I woke up this morning—”
 
   “And stranded me in the hotel room in Serenity,” he supplied.
 
   The rational statement Cheris didn’t finish flew out the window. “I’m sorry,” she snapped. “I don’t know the proper etiquette of one night stands.”
 
   “We’re married. It’s the exact opposite of a one night stand. It’s a committed monogamous relationship.”
 
   “We are not having a relationship. Who meets and gets married in one night? It’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard of.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I thought, too.”
 
   “Then why’d you do it if you weren’t under the influence of the cakes and punch?”
 
   Geoff smirked. “You really don’t remember?”
 
   “If you knew me, you’d know I’d never do anything so irresponsible. Entering into a legal and binding covenant with a complete stranger and having…”
 
   “Having?” Geoff prompted.
 
   Cheris jumped off the couch and stalked the room. “Sex. Please tell me at least you…you know…used protection?”
 
   “It’s killing you, isn’t it? Wondering what crazy things we did together last night?”
 
   “There’s a thing or two I’d do if I were no lady,” she growled.
 
   “Aha. I wondered.”
 
   “You wondered what?”
 
   “If you quoted from old movies when you were sober. Who said that one? Audrey Hepburn? Deborah Kerr?”
 
   It was Doris Day, but she wasn’t telling him that. She stopped pacing and glared at him with her hands on her hips. “This isn’t a joke,” she snapped. “I don’t know you. I don’t even know if I like you. What I do know is that marriage is sacred to me, and because of that stupid stunt we pulled last night, I’ve cheapened it, made it into something disgusting and tawdry. Marriage is supposed to be for better and for worse, for richer and for poorer, in sickness and in health—”
 
   “As long as we both shall live. Right. You want to do something tonight? Maybe go out to dinner?”
 
   “Do I want to…? Have you heard a word I’ve said? Don’t you care that you made some pretty serious promises to a complete stranger, that you got the state involved in taking advantage of me while I was drunk? I don’t care if Janie’s your sister. I don’t know you, and I can’t just pretend last night didn’t happen. Me not remembering it makes it even worse.”
 
   “Cheris, I agree with every single thing you’ve said. I do. Marriage is sacred. It’s a lifelong commitment. I get all of that. I also understand that you have some reservations about me because you don’t know me and you feel I used poor judgment last night. Just go out with me tonight. We won’t eat any cakes or drink any alcohol. You can ask me twenty questions. A hundred questions, and I’ll answer every one. Give me the chance to show you I’m not as dumb as I acted last night.”
 
   “I don’t trust you.”
 
   Geoff shrugged. “I suppose that’s understandable. Give me a chance tonight to earn your trust.”
 
   Cheris sighed.
 
   “Please?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He picked up the china dish and tapped some nuts into his hand. “Very good. May I pick you up at seven?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Good.” He set the dish on the tray and popped the food in his mouth, winked at her and left.
 
   Cheris let out a breath she didn’t realize she had been holding. Why had she agreed to go out with that man? Why couldn’t they just agree to meet at a lawyer’s office first thing Monday morning and start the divorce proceedings? She didn’t want to go out with him; she wanted to put this incident behind her and try to forget it ever happened. At least he had agreed about the big mistake they had made.
 
   Hadn’t he?
 
   I do. Marriage is sacred. It’s a lifelong commitment. I get all of that.
 
   Cheris raised her hands to her cheeks in realization.
 
   He hadn’t agreed that last night was a mistake. He’d only agreed to as long as we both shall live.
 
   Cheris lowered her arms and straightened her shoulders. Surely he wasn’t seriously thinking of staying married. That was ridiculous.
 
   Had the sex been that good?
 
   Too bad she couldn’t remember.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   “If a thing is right it can be done, and if it is wrong it can be done
 
   without; and a good man will find a way.”
 
   —Black Beauty by Ann Sewell
 
    
 
   Cheris pushed the button of her computer screen, and the logo for Hip Granny appeared. She emailed Bill Conner, her supervisor about the exhibits at the gala the night before. With the unifying theme of children’s classic literature, Cheris knew the art would be fun. She hadn’t expected the breathtaking beauty and originality of it and proposed to Bill they dedicate a series on it for the web site. With the traffic Hip Granny received, it would be good publicity for the museum, and the potential for offshoot topics was rich as well: children’s literature, reading to your kids, cultural icons, family outings, modern art, and artist bios. Cheris worked up the layout in her head. With the artists’ permission, they could use a photograph from each exhibit as the focal point.
 
   Peter Pan would have Dara Lassiter’s mural of the Jolly Roger moored on Kidd Creek.
 
   Cheris would use the green glass fortress from The Wonderful Wizard of Oz piece.
 
   Black Beauty would focus on the magnificent onyx statue of a horse reared up on its hind legs.
 
   For Janie’s Secret Garden exhibit, they’d photograph the live plants cascading out from the six foot deep shadow box with its marble façade walls.
 
   Topics Cheris did not suggest for the series: drunken black-outs, marrying in haste, quickie divorces, though avoiding the eat me/drink me display would be helpful information for anybody.
 
   Cheris had been with Hip Granny for almost three years—ever since the original Hip Granny, Annie Hill, had handpicked her from among the lackeys at Net Enterprises, a franchised Web Media company which provided computer repair and service locally. On that fateful day, Cheris had been assigned to go to Annie’s house to work on her computer.
 
   When Cheris had knocked, a frizzy haired older woman in a leopard print dress opened the door of an enormous Tudor style house. She leaned heavily on a cane which matched her dress.
 
   “What’s the matter? Cat got your tongue? You’ve never seen anyone after knee replacement? It hurts like the dickens, I tell you.”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “I’m sorry, Ma’am. Please forgive me.”
 
   The woman cocked her head, her eyes narrowed. “Ma’am, eh? Did you drive the mile up my driveway to sell me something, or are you here to fix my computer?”
 
   “The latter.”
 
   Rapid footsteps approached, and a woman wearing scrubs appeared at the door. “Mrs. Hill, why don’t you wait and let me answer the door.”
 
   “Who knew where you were, Mary Frances? And I’ve got to get my computer fixed. Come on in, dear. I’m Annabelle Hill though most people call me Annie. What is your name?”
 
   “Cheris McDowell, Ma’am. It is very nice to meet you.”
 
   “Mary Frances, go fix Cheris and me some tea. We’ll be in the den.”
 
   “Oh, no thank you. I—” Cheris began.
 
   “Now, young lady, you don’t have to drink the tea, but I certainly do have to offer it.”
 
   Mary Frances hurried out of the foyer, and Annie ushered Cheris into a brick floored den with a lemon colored couch and a Victorian style Damask lounge chaise in a matching shade. In the corner sat an imposing desk with a computer monitor on its shiny surface.
 
   Cheris laid her purse on the floor next to the desk and sat on the wooden office chair. She touched the power button and the blue screen of death appeared on the monitor.
 
   Not good.
 
   “Who are your people, Cheris?” Annie asked as she carefully lowered herself in a straight backed seat next to the wall.
 
   Cheris knew this was the southern lady’s way of asking who her parents were. Cheris dropped to her knees on the floor and disconnected the computer from the surge protector.
 
   “I’m from West Virginia,” she spoke as she worked, “A little town called Hermet. I’m sure you don’t know my people.” She glanced back and noted Annie studying her as if she were a specimen under a microscope.
 
   “Oh, you might be surprised. I know lots of people.”
 
   “My mom works at a restaurant there called the Sugarbox Café. Her name is Sarah.”
 
   “I’ve been there. Excellent peanut butter pie, as I recall.”
 
   “The best in the state.” Cheris connected the cord and powered it up again.
 
   “And how in the world did a well-mannered woman from Hermet end up on her hands and knees in Cullsbaeir working on my computer?”
 
   “Milton Stewart serves on the board of directors where I went to college. He was looking for a computer geek with knowledge in media and advertising so I went for the interview. He offered health insurance, and here I am.”
 
   “What would you tell someone who said they’ve got eighty-four thousand dollars in credit card debt?”
 
   “I’d tell them to get on a budget, cut up their credit cards, pay the minimum on all of them except for the one with the smallest debt, pay as much as they could on it until it’s paid off, then tackle the next one.”
 
   Annie chuckled. “Well, my dear, surely they should declare bankruptcy.”
 
   Cheris who had settled in the chair by this time had begun a viral check. She stopped and gazed at the older woman. “I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Mrs. Hill—”
 
   “Annie.”
 
   “Annie, but declaring bankruptcy is irresponsible. Now if it’s medical bills, I would advise calling the medical providers and negotiating, but in my opinion bankruptcy needs to be the last option.”
 
   “In your opinion.”
 
   “Since you asked. I hope I didn’t offend you. But Gerald, who owns the café, has been burnt a few times from suppliers who declared bankruptcy when they owed him equipment or food which had already been paid for.”
 
   “Very interesting. What would you say to someone who is so embarrassed at the state of their house that they won’t allow their children to have friends over to play?”
 
   Cheris, who had so far found fourteen different viruses on Annie’s computer, shrugged. “Pick a room, have a family clean up day, and a yard sale to get rid of some of their junk. The next week, pick another room. Annie, I’m going to install some virus protection on your computer. You’ve got about a thousand cookies on here. It’s not good for your computer.”
 
   “Cookies?”
 
   “Yes Ma’am. They’re spies that come into your computer from web sites you visit. Hip Granny even has them. That way we know how to market to people who visit.”
 
   The older woman sniffed. “It seems very unethical.”
 
   “Some of the cookies are. Ours are less invasive than most. But some of the web sites you’ve been visiting…” Cheris shook her head. “I’ll install a program on here so that you’ll have to give the cookie permission to be set if it’s not a nice cookie.”
 
   “What do you think of wives chatting on the internet with men?”
 
   “Are the men their husbands or dads?”
 
   “I’ve heard enough.” Annie clapped her hands together. “Just leave that old thing. I’m going to take you out to lunch.”
 
   Despite Cheris’ protests that she wanted to get the older woman’s computer working again, Annie had taken her out to lunch at a small posh restaurant in Cullsbaeir. From that day forward, Annie had taken a personal interest in Cheris, inviting her into the lives of the web visitors of Hip Granny to advise and inform. What Cheris did not realize at the time was that Annie was training her to be Hip Granny when Annie stepped down from the role.
 
   With Bill’s vision for selling anything even dirt, Hip Granny had become a lucrative internet enterprise selling everything from cleaning products, to how-to kits on organizing one’s life and home, to debt and weight reduction plans, to relationship fixers.
 
   Cheris had shown up in a few of Hip Granny’s webcasts when they had demonstrated how to use Skype or some other techie topic. Though both Annie and Bill had approached Cheris about becoming a more visible presence on the site, Cheris had declined. She felt more comfortable operating the web cam than being in front of it.
 
   ****
 
   His cell phone was ringing when Geoff stepped out of the shower of his hotel room. Grabbing a towel from the rack, he dried his skin as he summoned the call. He peered at the number on the small screen.
 
   Janie.
 
   “I hope you’re planning on coming over here to Mom and Dad’s pretty soon. I need a buffer between me and all of these elderly people.”
 
   Geoff expelled a breath. His parents’ thirty-fifth anniversary party. He had completely forgotten. How was he supposed to go to the party and take Cheris out on a date at the same time? He rubbed the towel across his hair as he contemplated being in two places at once.
 
   “Hey Dumb-dumb. Do not tell me you forgot the party. That was your reason for coming home,” Janie uttered in disbelief.
 
   “I know. I know. Just calm down.” Geoff picked up his watch from the dresser top. It wasn’t even five o’clock. He had hoped to catch a nap this afternoon before his date. “What’s the hurry? The party isn’t until seven.” The exact time he said he’d pick up Cheris. He slipped the band around his wrist and fastened it.
 
   “The hurry is I’m losing my mind here. The house is filling up with all our crusty old relatives, half of whom I don’t even know. I’m tired of their condescending remarks about me being an artist. I do very well for myself without any handouts from Mom and Dad. I had a spread in Southern Culture Today; I don’t have to put up with this. Now be a brother and get over here and let them make over how brilliant you are, while I slink down to the basement and eat worms.”
 
   “I can be there in fifteen minutes.”
 
   “I’ll give you twenty if you bring my new sister-in-law with you.”
 
   Geoff laughed as he shouldered the phone and rummaged through his suitcase for clean skivvies before throwing the phone on the bed so he could slip first one leg then the other in his shorts. “You haven’t said anything to Mom and Dad, have you?”
 
   “How crazy do I look?”
 
   “Well, don’t. Cheris is pretty shaken about all of this. I’m not planning on bringing her tonight. She isn’t even sure she likes me yet. How crazy would I be to sic the Arrowood clan on her on our first date?” He picked the phone back up in time to hear his sister’s reply.
 
   “I thought last night was your first date.”
 
   “The first date she can remember.” Pants next. He pulled the khakis off the hanger in the closet and stepped into them before selecting one of the pressed button-down shirts still in his hanging bag.
 
   “You idiot. What were you thinking marrying her?”
 
   “It’s your fault, you know. You’re always talking about how wonderful she is, and you painted that picture of her—”
 
   “What picture?”
 
   “Woman in Gold.” He’d first seen the painting in Janie’s studio last summer. A young woman reclined in a field, the soft curve of her hip contrasted with the lateral planes of the plants, and the fiery glint of her auburn hair complimented the hue of the golden wheat. Geoff was so struck by it that Janie had presented it to him as a Christmas gift last year. Then two weeks ago he’d been watching a tutorial on Net Enterprises about CMSs when he’d seen her again, talking about Drupal and caressing the computer keyboard instead of the blades of wheat which cradled her in the painting.
 
   “Oh, Geoff,” Janie gasped.
 
   “What can I say, Sis? You know how much I loved that painting.” He tucked the shirt in his pants and sat on the edge of the bed to retrieve his shoes.
 
   “It’s a painting,” she said simply.
 
   “Of Cheris.”
 
   “Well…I guess there was a likeness, but, Jesus, Geoff! You’re supposed to be the smart one in the family.”
 
   “Tell me you don’t think we’re a good match.”
 
   “Couldn’t you have waited?”
 
   “Is this the rebel Janie Arrowood talking?”
 
   “She’s my best friend. She does not do spontaneous. Ever.”
 
   “Hope that goes for divorces, too.”
 
   “Just get over here. We can talk about it then.”
 
   Geoff disconnected and grabbed his keys. He’d make an appearance and shield Janie from well-meaning relatives before sneaking out for a couple of hours to spend with Cheris.
 
   No such luck. Even with forty people milling through the house his mom had caught him sneaking out the door. She hadn’t bought his excuse that he was going to the store for more ice, more milk, or more anything else. When he finally admitted he was going on a date, she commanded him to be back with his date in half an hour.
 
   This was not how he had hoped to spend the evening gaining his new bride’s trust.
 
   The door to Cheris’ apartment was open when Geoff walked up the paved path. Bluesy music played on the stereo, but she wasn’t in the living room. Geoff paused at the doorway wondering if he should enter and how he was going to break the news to Cheris that she’d be meeting her in-laws tonight. Oh, he wasn’t a total idiot. He knew she wanted out of the marriage ASAP, but somehow he had to stall her until she got to know him, until she realized he wasn’t insane and until she was on board with his plan to love, honor, and cherish each other as long as they both shall live.
 
   Cherish Cheris. It had a nice ring to it.
 
   Movement from the corner of the sofa caught his attention. A large white cat with green eyes stretched and yawned.
 
   So she liked cats.
 
   “Here kitty,” he called and knelt offering his hand in greeting.
 
   The feline stood for a moment before cautiously moving toward Geoff who crooned to him. Finally within touching distance, Geoff scratched his big head. The cat had to weigh at least twenty pounds.
 
   “Aren’t you a big cat?” He crooned. “Where’s your mistress, huh?”
 
   The cat purred in reply, turning so Geoff could have better access to his back.
 
   Muted footsteps approached, and Cheris entered. “Oh. Hello. I see you’ve met Timmy.” She tilted her head, a quizzical expression on her face. “He’s not usually so social with strangers.”
 
   For a moment, Geoff didn’t speak his gaze traveling over Cheris who wore a black sleeveless dress and matching high heels. Her only jewelry was a pair of pink stones which dangled from her ears and an ornate silver toned necklace with pink highlights. But it was her hair he took notice of. Last night she’d worn it up, secured loosely with a big barrette. Tonight it hung loose past her shoulders in big auburn curls. His fingers itched to reach out and touch her hair and find out if it felt as silky as it looked.
 
   “If you’ll give me one more minute, I’ll be ready.” Cheris pivoted on those spiked heels and walked from whence she came. In less than a minute she returned. Her hair had once more been pulled up and off of her shoulders. It was on the tip of Geoff’s tongue to ask her to take it back down, but he concluded he hadn’t earned the right to have a voice in her how she styled her hair. She looked pretty darn good with it up, too.
 
   Beautiful, in fact.
 
   She smiled at him, and his heart hammered in his chest. “So, where are we going?”
 
   “Funny you should ask.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “I’d like to take you out to dinner, but…” Geoff’s voice trailed off. What could he say? But my mom told me I had to take you to meet her.
 
   “But?”
 
   “The reason I’m in town this weekend is because my parents are having an anniversary party. They’ve been married thirty-five years. In all of the excitement of…you, the party slipped my mind. I want to go out with you tonight, but I wonder if we could go to the party for a little while. Afterwards you and I can go get something to eat, you can grill me about my life, then I’ll take you home.”
 
   “Do they know about our…mistake last night?”
 
   Geoff’s eyes narrowed. So, eloping was a mistake, was it? Man, I sure have got my work cut out for me. “No, they don’t know about us getting married if that’s what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Do you promise that they won’t find out tonight? It will just make it that much harder for them when we get divorced.”
 
   “You’re my date. That’s all they know.”
 
   Cheris picked up a black jacket of the same material as her dress and turned to slip it around her shoulders. Geoff noted the graceful curve of her neck, and considered maybe the hair up had been the way to go after all.
 
   “Come on then, Date,” Cheris straightened her collar as she arched an eyebrow his way, “and make sure to take off your wedding ring before we get there.”
 
   Geoff couldn’t help the smile which broke out on his face at her flirty tone. Last night had been a wild roller coaster ride. Tonight was turning out to be more like the Ferris wheel—a more sedate experience but what a breathtaking view.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “What lies over there?” asked the Mole, waving a paw towards a background
 
   of woodland that darkly framed the water meadows on one side of the river.
 
   “That? O, that’s just the Wild Wood,” said the Rat shortly. “We don’t
 
   go there very much, we river bankers.”
 
   “Aren’t they-aren’t they very nice people in there?” said the Mole a trifle nervously.
 
   —The Wind in the Willows by Kenneth Grahame
 
    
 
   The drive over was quiet. Cheris detected a faint scent of Geoff’s cologne or aftershave. She inhaled the citrusy scent.
 
   Nice.
 
   What was it? Did he put it on all the time, or just on special occasions?
 
   The SUV was different than what he had been driving this morning. The other car must have been a rental, probably one he’d had to get because she’d stranded him in Serenity. Guilt nagged at her.
 
   “I’m…sorry about leaving you without a ride this morning.”
 
   “I accept your apology. Thank you for leaving me my pants and wallet.”
 
   Right. She’d taken his shirt, too. “I only took your shirt because I couldn’t find mine.”
 
   “And you already had mine on,” Geoff supplied. “It’s okay. If I’d known you were going to wake up with no recollection of the night before, I would have…”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I don’t know, set an alarm or something. I’m usually not such a heavy sleeper. I guess I was really tired. I don’t blame you for panicking though—waking up in bed with me. I look pretty bad before a shower and shave.”
 
   Cheris decided not to think about her role in tiring the boy out, or how bad he hadn’t looked all rumpled in bed. His slumbering form would be etched in her mind until she died.
 
   Was it hot in here? She aimed the air vent toward her face.
 
   Geoff pulled his car in front of a large antebellum structure which looked more like a museum than a family residence. Wide columns stretched from the floor of the stone front porch to the two-storied roof. Lights shown from nearly every window. Cheris gulped. Janie had grown up here? Cars lined the circular driveway and the perfectly manicured lawn. Geoff exited the car and walked over to the passenger side to open Cheris’ door, holding his hand out to guide her. She took his hand and stepped out of the car still staring at the house.
 
   “Hey.” Geoff circled in front of her as he grasped her other hand. “This may be the last time we’re alone tonight so I want to tell you that you look very beautiful.”
 
   Cheris felt warmth creep up her neck to her face. “At least one time in her life a woman should have a man tell her how beautiful she is. I give thanks that you are the one to tell me.” Turning her face away from the house, she gazed at Geoff in the twilight of the evening.
 
   He smiled. “Do I detect a movie quotation?”
 
   “Ingrid Bergman said it in The Inn of the Sixth Happiness.” She pulled one of her hands out of his and strode up the paved walkway, pulling him with her.
 
   He matched her gait. “That’s a nifty talent, to be able to pull a quote from a movie to fit the situation.”
 
   “I do it when I’m nervous,” Cheris admitted. What could go wrong? She was going to the anniversary party of the parents of her best friend as well as the man she’d slept with last night while drunk on cake and punch.
 
   No potential for awkward conversation there.
 
   “Hmm. Interesting.” Geoff murmured. “I didn’t think nervous was in your repertoire. You sure didn’t act nervous last night. In fact, your daring was a little scary at times.”
 
   “Please don’t bring up last night. I’m already about to jump out of my shoes.”
 
   “I apologize.” They were almost to the door. “Are you ready?”
 
   “As I’ll ever be.” Cheris took a deep breath and pasted a smile on her face.
 
   “Just think lovely wonderful thoughts,” Geoff whispered as he pushed open the door and motioned for her to go ahead of him. Cheris glanced back to make sure he was coming in with her, and he winked as if he could read her mind.
 
   Inside an airy foyer with granite floors and stairs leading to the second story greeted them. A distinguished man in a dark suit with a red tie approached them with a welcoming smile. “Geoffrey, glad you made it back. Hello, my dear.”
 
   “My dad,” Geoff spoke in her ear, and Cheris shivered at the intimacy of the gesture. He drew back and made the introductions. “This is Chip Arrowood, my father who is celebrating thirty-five years of wedding bliss to my mom. Dad, this is Cheris McDowell.”
 
   “What a pleasure, Cheris.”
 
   She saw the family resemblance—same strong chin and captivating smile. Chip enveloped her hand in his, pulled her toward him, and kissed her cheek. The gesture surprised and pleased Cheris. Stepping back, he gestured toward a room through a wide doorway. A table overflowing with food dominated the space. “Go eat. Make yourself at home, Cheris.”
 
   Several people milled around the table filling glass vintage luncheon plates with food. Janie sat on the couch next to an older woman. When she spotted Cheris, she jumped up and hurried across the room to the couple. “Hi. Oh, I’m so glad to see you. I just knew you were going to skip out on me.”
 
   “And miss the party? No son of mine would dare.” A fiftyish woman joined their trio. Cheris recognized the tawny eyes of both children in her face. “You must be Cheris. I’ve heard so much about you.”
 
   Cheris shot a startled look at Geoff who shrugged.
 
   “Don’t panic. She pumped me for information the second Geoff left,” Janie informed them.
 
   “How romantic that Janie fixed you two up. I’m Margaret, but everyone calls me Monnie.” She leaned forward and embraced Cheris. “Welcome. Welcome. Welcome. To our party. To our home. To our family.”
 
   Geoff and Cheris glared at Janie, but she waved her hand in defense. “I didn’t tell her.”
 
   “Tell me what?” Monnie pinned each person with perceptive eyes. “Oh, never mind. We’re glad you’re here, Cheris. What a lovely name. We’ll talk later about what Janie didn’t tell me but obviously should have.” Monnie aimed the latter part of the sentence toward her daughter and finished with, “Young lady.” She looked past them toward the front door. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. There is Larry Preston. I told Chip not to invite that man. Excuse me,” she said hurrying into the foyer.
 
   Cheris let out the breath she had been holding. Geoff cupped her shoulder. “See? That’s as bad as it will get. You’ve met them. It’s smooth sailing from here on out.”
 
   “Don’t count on it, Romeo,” Janie replied. “Mama knows something’s up.”
 
   “She couldn’t know unless you opened your big mouth.” Geoff stepped closer to Janie so no one would overhear.
 
   “I didn’t say anything about the you-know-what, you big stupid oaf. What did you say?” Janie stuck her face next to his until they were huffing at each other nose to nose.
 
   Cheris stood between them pushing them apart with her hands. “Stop it. Don’t make a scene. Geoff, would you get us something to drink while Janie and I get a little snack from the buffet?”
 
   Geoff immediately relaxed his stance. He adjusted his glasses. “Sorry, Sis. I should know you’d always keep my secrets, but you seemed a little too ecstatic over the…arrangement between Cheris and me.”
 
   “Well, yeah, I’m ecstatic. My bro hooking up with my best friend but putting Monnie Dearest into the mix so soon could put a damper on the honeymoon.” When Geoff glared at her, she replied, “I was speaking metaphorically, of course, about the honeymoon and not saying that anyone in this room might have cause to take one.”
 
   “Well, no wonder she’s suspicious if you’ve been making statements like that.”
 
   Cheris grasped Geoff’s hand, caressing his fingers with her thumb. “I’m so thirsty. Please won’t you get me something?”
 
   He glanced down at their joined hands and nodded. Cheris broke the physical connection decidedly ignoring the warmth presently spreading from her arm to the rest of her body. Geoff pivoted and walked through a throng of people in search of drinks.
 
   Janie raised an eyebrow. “He won’t be gone long, you know.”
 
   “I know. I wish you had warned me about this.” Cheris raised a hand indicating all of it—the house, the party, the family.
 
   They walked over to the buffet table, and Janie handed Cheris a plate. “I think you would have been spared, but Mom caught Geoff trying to make a getaway. Big dope.” They walked down the table side by side filling their plates. “Everybody knows when you’re sneaking out, you use the back door.”
 
   Cheris studied her friend. “Janie, don’t take this the wrong way, but are you sure you’re not adopted?”
 
   Janie chuckled. “You wouldn’t know it to look at my dad, but my mom swears I’m Chip made over.”
 
   With brimming plates, they found a vacant corner of the room. Janie pinned Cheris with serious consideration. “What are you going to do?”
 
   She didn’t have to be more specific. Cheris knew exactly what she was talking about.
 
   “Go see a lawyer Monday morning and begin divorce proceedings though I can’t seem to pin down Geoff about it.” Cheris paused as she picked up a cucumber sandwich and examined it. “I can’t believe that he would…that I would…” She dropped the food onto the plate and shook her head. All of the sudden the food didn’t look so appealing. When Janie didn’t reply, Cheris glanced at her, and the other woman held her gaze.
 
   “You’re perfect for each other. I don’t know how in the world either one of you could have done something so impetuous, but I’m telling you, it’s a match made in heaven.”
 
   Cheris lowered her gaze. “Please don’t, Janie. I know he’s your brother, but I don’t know him. I didn’t realize I would ever be capable of doing something like last night. I can’t…I just can’t…” What she wanted to say, she couldn’t express. She set her plate on a nearby window sill, and sucked in some air from the stifling room. “I’m sorry.” She touched her fingers to her aching temple and began to walk toward the door.
 
   Air. She needed some fresh air, cool air.
 
   “Oh, Cheris. Don’t leave,” Janie said following her.
 
   Cheris spied Monnie and Chip near the front door and turned in the opposite direction.
 
   She had to get out. She had to get out of here.
 
   “Give me a minute. I just need a few minutes alone.” Without waiting for a reply, she squeezed through several people and hurried through another door. Where was that back door Janie had talked about?
 
   She entered a formal dining room which had a huge white cake sitting in the middle of the table. She stepped by several people, nodding politely as she did so.
 
   Was there no secluded place?
 
   Continuing on, she exited the room through a dark cherry doorway.
 
   Another room with another table? How many tables did one house need?
 
   This one had a plethora of beverages—both with and without alcohol. The bartender smiled at her expectantly. So, how come she hadn’t passed Geoff on the way back?
 
   Cheris shook her head and kept walking until she stood in front of another door, this one closed. She pushed it open and found a spacious kitchen with counters laden with food waiting to be taken to refill serving trays obviously. Only the light over the stove illuminated the room, and was void of any person, though Cheris knew that wouldn’t last long. She spied another door—this one with a window lined with café curtains.
 
   Ah, it must be an outside door.
 
   Cheris strode across the room and opened it breathing deeply the night air through the screened partition. She pushed it open and stepped onto the bricked porch letting the screen door shut softly behind her. Crickets sang from bushes lining the porch. Cheris closed her eyes and breathed deeply for a few moments trying to empty her mind of all of the whirling emotions.
 
   After a few minutes, the quiet calm of the evening soothed her soul, and she looked around with interest at the Arrowood backyard. A rectangular pool was just beyond the porch. Beside it sat a very small aged wooden structure. Cheris wondered if once upon a time it had been the servants’ quarters. It looked so out of place next to the neat lines of the swimming pool. But then having seen the house, Cheris knew it was really the pool which was out of place. The rest of the surroundings had an old southern quality to it—a far cry from the cramped apartment she had grown up in over the restaurant.
 
   Just another red flag as to why this marriage wouldn’t work. Not that Cheris had any plans to try. The right thing to do was to shake hands and part ways. Marriages weren’t built on one night in a hotel room but on mutual love and respect developed over time.
 
   Settling on a wooden bench, Cheris inhaled and recognized the strong scent of wisteria. She noticed the lavender-colored bush lit by the bright light of the moon.
 
   Why hadn’t they had the party outside?
 
   It was so gorgeous out here.
 
   The weather—though spring, still was warm enough for an outdoor party when as many people were in attendance as were here tonight. This backyard was made for people to enjoy it.
 
   Cheris had always envisioned herself getting married in a church, but this backyard would be perfect for the reception afterwards. Never in any of her dreams had Cheris imagined her wedding in a courthouse in a tourist trap like Serenity. Never had she anticipated that she wouldn’t even remember the event because of spiked punch and cake.
 
   “Penny for your thoughts.” Geoff’s voice came to her from the other side of the screen door.
 
   “They’re not worth even that.”
 
   “Tell me. I can afford to be overcharged.”
 
   A flicker of interest lit within Cheris. She’d quoted from Casablanca and so had he. Did he like old movies too?
 
   “I was just thinking how perfect this backyard would be for a wedding reception.”
 
   Geoff opened the door and walked outside, leaning against the frame after it closed. He handed her one of the drinks he held. She sniffed then tasted it and, thankfully, found it alcohol-free.
 
   “I guess a quickie courthouse wedding isn’t what most little girls dream of when they’re growing up, is it?”
 
   Cheris arched an eyebrow at him. He obviously didn’t need a penny to read her thoughts. “No. It isn’t.”
 
   “I did us a great disservice, didn’t I? By not being level-headed enough to realize how crazy it was for us to get married without even knowing each other.”
 
   “I believe you did it because you are certifiably insane.” She sighed and sipped her Coke. “I should have you committed. I can do that, you know, since I’m your wife. Just lock you up for thirty days. And while they do a mental evaluation on you, I could abscond with all your earthly goods.”
 
   “Ah, Cheris, everything I have is yours already. I believe it went something like with this ring I thee wed, with this body I thee worship, with all my worldly goods I thee endow.” Geoff pushed off the door and knelt down before her. He set his glass down on the bench beside her and reached up to tuck a strand of her hair behind her ear.
 
   “Get up from your knees,” she growled. “I hate your common jokes.”
 
   “You don’t have to be nervous with me.” Geoff rose, walked over to the poolside, grabbed the arm of a lounge chair and dragged it until it was a few feet from the bench.
 
   “I don’t know what you mean.”
 
   Geoff straddled the chair then reclined on it. He closed his eyes and sighed contentedly. “Yes, you do, you big fake. Mom made us watch Gone with the Wind every January on her birthday for years so don’t you sit there and quote that movie to me, then deny it.”
 
   “I didn’t deny it. Not exactly.” If he knew the line, then he knew it’s what Scarlet had said the Rhett when he proposed to her.
 
   Oops.
 
   “You told me you revert to movie quotations when you’re nervous. After last night you don’t have to—”
 
   “I asked you not to bring up last night.”
 
   “So you did, Scarlet. I apologize.”
 
   They sat in silence for a few moments. Cheris watched him in the darkness, his relaxed pose, the curly dark hair a little too long on his collar, the strong chin, and handsome profile.
 
   With this ring I thee wed, with this body I thee worship, with all my worldly goods I thee endow.
 
   Had they really said that to each other last night?
 
   Attraction pulled at her, motivated her to lessen the distance between them, to seek out the heat of his body in the cool of the evening. The intensity of the feeling surprised Cheris.
 
   Was this her body remembering last night what her mind couldn’t?
 
   “I have a picture,” Geoff spoke, opening his eyes and bracing his feet on either side of the lounger.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Come here.” He gestured to the empty place on the chair in front of him.
 
   Cheris shook her head. He’s crazy if he thinks I’m sharing a seat with him.
 
   “Don’t be bashful.” He held up his right hand for emphasis. “I swear I will give you a full thirty seconds before I ravish you. You can be halfway across the yard by then.”
 
   Cheris studied him indecisively.
 
   “Don’t I get any credit for behaving myself when you were naked from the waist down in bed this morning?”
 
   “You were asleep.”
 
   “Not the whole time. As a matter of fact, when you slung your panties—”
 
   “I don’t want to hear what happened between us in that hotel room!”
 
   “That is unfortunate as you would realize it wasn’t as horrendous as you imagine.”
 
   Cheris snorted. “You’re so conceited. I’m sure my enthusiasm was due to my inebriated state.”
 
   “I concur.” He patted the space in front of him. “Now come over here. You’re much more level-headed now. I’m sure you’ll behave yourself even if you sit with me. I want to tell you about this vision I have for the backyard.”
 
   She perched on the edge of the lounger. “And you behave yourself.”
 
   “A thirty second warning is all I guarantee,” he whispered from behind her. Cheris sat ramrod straight ready to bolt. She refused to turn her head to look at him. Clearing his throat, he spoke in a normal tone. “Now then. You’ve got me thinking about this as a setting for a wedding reception. I always thought a wedding would be better in church, but you’re right. To have the reception here would be perfect.”
 
   Startled, Cheris glanced at him.
 
   Did I tell him that?
 
   No, I did not.
 
   How did he know?
 
   Stop it. You’re conversing with yourself again.
 
   I know. Disturbing, isn’t it?
 
   He placed his hands on her head, and she jumped. “Sorry. I just wanted you to look at the pool.” He withdrew from her. “We could put a fountain there, and some lights that shine up through the water. Colored lights. Wouldn’t that be lovely?”
 
   Geoff’s hands again, one on her shoulder, the other on her scalp.
 
   What was he…?
 
   The clasp of her barrette opened, and her hair spilled down over her shoulders. She turned to catch a glimpse of him, but his hands directed her face toward the bushes lining the porch and the yard beyond. “Little lights in the bushes, I think. The reception would begin at twilight, and as the sun sets their prominence would add much ambiance to the setting.”
 
   With his fingers he combed through the tresses of her hair. Her body relaxed with the strokes and the soothing tone of his voice.
 
   “We could run wide ribbon through the porch rails of the pool house. Maybe some magnolia leaves and blossoms tied at the top of the rails. We could have a bar on the porch—soft drinks or tea. No alcohol, of course. We wouldn’t want to be the indirect cause of some poor woman getting carried off to Serenity because she’s had too much to drink, would we?”
 
   “Certainly not,” Cheris murmured. She moved her head as Geoff brushed her hair to one shoulder exposing the curve of her neck.
 
   “Let’s see here. Ah, yes. The refreshment tables over there under the big oak tree. You know how many times I climbed that tree growing up? Scared my poor mom to death.”
 
   With heavy eyelids, Cheris glanced at the tall tree as Geoff kneaded her skin. “Naughty boy.”
 
   “We’ll have cake and punch—the regular kind, not any of that Wonderland brew—on a table next to the wisterias.” His breath warmed her skin, his body closer now, thighs cradling her hips, chest against her back.
 
   When had he moved forward?
 
   “Have you ever had hummingbird cake? I don’t know why they call it that. It isn’t made of hummingbirds, but it has fruit and pecans in it. My Aunt Nancy makes a killer hummingbird cake. I’ll have to introduce you to her later. She’s staying in my room which is why I was demoted to the Days Inn. I don’t mind though. She’s a sweetheart.”
 
   He tugged her jacket from her shoulders, the sleeves sliding down to rest at her elbows. “Is this okay? You feel a little warm.”
 
   Oh, yes, she did.
 
   Sizzling.
 
   “We need some tables, of course, so people will have a place to sit and eat. Round ones with ivory cloths and a candle in the middle in a hurricane globe so the breeze won’t blow out the flame. Maybe some flowers around the outside of the glass. Azaleas, I think. Mom has a ton of those in the front yard. My cousin Paul can arrange them. He’s good at that sort of thing.” His fingers rubbed and worked the muscles of her neck and shoulders turning her to Jell-O.
 
   “What else? What kind of food should there be?” Geoff drummed his fingers briefly on her shoulders. “There’s this mix called trash, and it’s cereal and nuts with white chocolate dribbled on it. Ever had it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s tasty. I had it at something I went to…what was it? Oh. A stupid faculty party. Man, I hate those things. Everybody wants to fix me up.”
 
   “A stupid faculty party?” Cheris leaned away as she pivoted to face him. “What are you, a teacher?”
 
   “A professor. I teach at the Newbie River Institute. Science and Astronomy.”
 
   She stood and glared down at Geoff. “Newbie River? Isn’t that in Georgia?”
 
   “Just across the Tennessee line, yes,” he said as he, too, stood up.
 
   “What were you thinking? You married me, and you don’t even live in the same state?”
 
   “Well, nobody knows this yet, but I’ve accepted a teaching position at Pitching High School with some didactic work at the science museum and observatory owned by Smithson College. It’s a pretty sweet deal.”
 
   “But you’ll be in Georgia until, what, at least the end of May?” Cheris grabbed her jacket and shrugged into it. “I knew it! I knew you married me just for the sex.”
 
   “I would hope not. That’s a terrible reason to get married, although, I have to admit, a great fringe benefit.”
 
   “Stop making jokes about it.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Honey. The semester is over May twenty-sixth, and commencement is the twenty-ninth. But I can come up here every weekend if you don’t think you can live without me until June.”
 
   “If I don’t think I can live without you? Here’s a news flash, Geoff. I’m not planning on living with you ever. In case I haven’t made myself clear, I’m going to a lawyer first thing—”
 
   The porch light came on.
 
   Chip Arrowood stood inside the screened door. “Aha. I heard the two of you were out here. Come on inside now. Monnie is chomping at the bit.”
 
   Geoff didn’t move immediately. Instead he studied Cheris, though she couldn’t read his expression because of the porch light reflecting on his glasses. The door opened as the older man held it as an invitation to enter. Cheris walked into the kitchen and followed Chip as he led them into an adjoining room and down a hallway that led to the front foyer. From behind her, Geoff’s footsteps followed her before the noise was swallowed up with the noise of people in conversation. Men and women crowded the room their faces tilted toward the stairs where Monnie Arrowood stood a third of the way up with a glass of champagne in her hand. She smiled radiantly at them, and a sense of unease overcame Cheris. Geoff must have felt it as well because he grasped her arm to detain her. When she glanced behind her, the troubled expression on his face caught and held her gaze.
 
   “Listen,” he whispered. “I think we’re in trouble here.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You see that embarrassed looking woman over there?” He indicated a young woman in a cream linen suit. “That’s the principal of Pitching, and I think she may have disclosed my newly employed status here in town. For whatever is about to happen, I apologize.”
 
   “Why would you need to—?”
 
   “Oh, no, you don’t,” Monnie declared from her perch on the staircase. “Geoff, you and Cheris come up here with me. Chip, don’t you let them escape. Come on, now. Everybody’s waiting.”
 
   With uneasy steps Cheris moved toward the staircase and Monnie. When she stopped at the foot of the stairs, the older woman held her hand out for Cheris to take which she did so obediently. “Chip, you and Janie come up here as well. I want to make a toast. But first, what brought us to this moment.”
 
   Janie appeared out of the crowd with three glasses of champagne balanced precariously in her hands. She refused to make eye contact with Cheris, a worrisome indicator. She gave a flute to Geoff and Cheris as she took her place next to them. Monnie positioned each of them in an appropriate group pose.
 
   The photo op.
 
   And Cheris was in it.
 
   Oh, this was bad. Very bad.
 
   “You all know my son Geoff who teaches astrology…”
 
   Cheris turned astonished eyes to Geoff who stared stonily ahead. “Astrology?”
 
   Janie shook her head at Cheris and whispered through her bright smile. “Don’t even bother correcting the woman. She’s in tsunami mode.”
 
   “…and I told Chip, can this night get any more perfect, but our son has demonstrated I was mistaken. It seems Dr. Geoff Arrowood will be teaching at the high school right here in town beginning in the next school year and in June he’s going to be the dynamic professor at the Winfield Space Museum.”
 
   At the word dynamic, Geoff pinched the bridge of his nose under his glasses while a murmur of delight arose from the crowd.
 
   “Our Geoff is coming home,” Monnie announced. “Wait now. That’s not the toast. You all just quit sipping from your glasses. I’m not nearly finished.”
 
   Monnie grasped Cheris’ hand. “This is Cheris, a dear friend of Janie’s.”
 
   Geoff leaned toward his sister. “I am going to kill you,” he whispered.
 
   “Oh, hush, Geoff, my son. Nobody’s killing anybody tonight.”
 
   Some of the onlookers laughed in response to Monnie’s public reproach. “Cheris accompanied Geoff over here tonight which in and of itself is a coup d’état as he’s never brought a girl home. Well, you know how young people are. They disappeared almost as soon as they got here.”
 
   Snickers from the audience.
 
   “We old fogies know it as pitching woo,” Chip supplied. The snickers became outright chortles.
 
   “We call it making whoopee,” a voice called out.
 
   “How about playing footsie?” another suggested.
 
   Cheris smoothed her loose hair back with a shaky hand.
 
   “That’s enough.” Monnie held her hand up to quiet the crowd. “My son would never do such a thing to embarrass us. But lawzy, that boy is stubborn. I’d say to him, ‘Aren’t there any girls down in Georgia worth dating? Are you going to be a bachelor all your life? Why can’t you settle down, get married, and give us some grandchildren?’” She grinned up at her husband. “Didn’t I say all of those things, Chip?”
 
   “Every word.”
 
   “Well, finally! Geoff decided he had found the right woman.”
 
   Oh, no. Oh, no. Oh, no.
 
   “And up and eloped with her last night. Can you believe it?”
 
   Cheris stopped breathing. Her skin burned from her neck to her scalp. From the step behind her, Geoff lay a steadying hand on her waist.
 
   “Geoff is coming back home to Culsbaier and bringing a new bride with him. Cheris.” Monnie turned to her and hugged her fiercely. She whispered. “Thank you, my darling, for loving my son.”
 
   Shock bolted through Cheris.
 
   When Monnie pulled back, Cheris was astonished to see tears in her eyes. She nodded and smiled. “You two have made me so happy.”
 
   Chip raised his glass. “Lots of reasons to celebrate tonight. Let us drink to thirty-five years of marriage, five of which weren’t all that bad,” he said jovially. “Ah, I’m kidding. Seriously.” Gathering Monnie to him, he gazed into her face. “Monnie, I love you more today than I did the day we married. I’d like to raise a toast to you, my beautiful bride. May the next thirty-five years be as good as the last thirty-five years. And to Geoff and Cheris, may you know the love and joy in your marriage that we’ve had in ours.”
 
   Everyone raised their glasses at the family then sipped champagne.
 
   Chip handed his glass to Janie then swooped down and kissed his wife soundly among cheers of the gathered people.
 
   “Now the newlyweds!” Someone in the crowd yelled.
 
   “Oh, no,” Geoff responded. “You all have had enough fun at our expense.”
 
   “They way they’re acting, you’d think they were the old fogies, and Chip and Monnie were the newlyweds.” This from an elderly woman who bore a remarkable resemblance to Monnie.
 
   “Whose side are you on, Grandma?” Geoff called to her.
 
   “Yours. Now give that gal a big ol’ sloppy wet kiss that’ll put your mom and dad to shame.”
 
   “Sorry, Grandma. You’ll have to be satisfied with Mom and Dad’s sloppy wet kiss.”
 
   The crowd booed. They actually booed!
 
   Cheris sighed and rolled her eyes. “‘Youth is wasted on all the wrong people,’” she quipped. Stepping up one stair, she stood next to Geoff. Pecking him on the lips, she then glared at all of the jerks below her. Ignoring the tingling on her mouth, she said to them, “There. Happy?”
 
   “No!” came several responses.
 
   “You call that a kiss? You all should be ashamed of yourselves.”
 
   I do not know you people, but I hate you all.
 
   She handed her champagne flute to her mother-in-law, the old bag. “Hurry up,” she growled as she plucked his glasses from his face and tilted her head to him. “Let’s get it over with before they lynch us.”
 
   “Are you sure?” He asked even as he cradled her jaw in his hands and moved closer to her.
 
   Cheris closed her eyes. “Yes, I’m sure. Be quick about it.”
 
   The first touch of his lips on hers was tentative, light. But Cheris felt a zap of electricity shoot through her body. Geoff’s hands moved from her head to wrap around her waist, nudging her closer, closer. His mouth moved, and oh boy, he deepened the kiss.
 
   Oh, my gosh. He’s French kissing me in front of his parents. In front of the elite of Cullsbaeir, Kentucky.
 
   And, he’s pretty darn good at it.
 
   Cheris kissed him back and moved her arms to return his embrace. Earlier the heat she felt had been from embarrassment, but the flames licking her body now was nothing but pure bred lust from the pit of her stomach to her toes. Too soon, Geoff raised his head though he still held her. With effort Cheris opened her heavy eyelids and found him gazing at her.
 
   He winked.
 
   Cheris’ foot went backwards nearly off the stair, and Geoff steadied her.
 
   “Was that quick enough?” he whispered.
 
   Was it…? What was he talking about? The kiss had lasted eons, not nearly long enough. Cheris became aware of catcalls and clapping.
 
   Ugh! Public Display of Affection! So tacky. So unlike me.
 
   Cheris covered her face with her hands and wished the wood beneath her would open up so she could escape the humiliation.
 
   “That’s what I’m talking about. Don’t hide your face, honey. In fact, plant another one on my grandson,” the elderly woman yelled.
 
   Cheris lowered her hands but couldn’t meet anyone’s gaze. She shrugged out of Geoff’s arms and held up his glasses in the vicinity of his face. Maybe he wasn’t so blind that he couldn’t see them. In a second, they were gone.
 
   Chip squeezed her shoulder and patted his son on the back. “And may we be here one year from tonight drinking a toast to my grandson.”
 
   “Or granddaughter,” Monnie added sipping champagne.
 
   “Twins, then. Better get busy, Geoff, my boy.” Chip laughed.
 
   ****
 
   “This is a nightmare,” Cheris said to her reflection. Her friend and sister-in-law met her eyes in the bathroom mirror. Soon after the spectacle on the stairs Cheris had grabbed Janie and retreated to the upstairs bathroom.
 
   “Poor thing,” Janie sympathized. “I don’t know how Mom found out. I promise when she came to me, she already knew about it. The only thing I told her was when, and that was under much duress.”
 
   “How are we supposed to get a quiet divorce when half the town just got that fairy tale out there?”
 
   “I don’t know. But you better pull yourself together. Mom’s got it in her head to have some kind of after-the-fact wedding reception ASAP.”
 
   “Are you serious? We have to stop her!”
 
   “Good luck.” Janie snorted. “Tsunami Monnie is my nickname for her. When she makes up her mind about something, there’s no hope.”
 
   “But you. She’s not that way with you, is she?”
 
   “No, but it has taken years of disappointment and shattered dreams to lower her expectations of me.” Janie tapped her finger against her chin as she studied her friend’s mirrored image. “Unfortunately, you’re the epitome of the daughter she’s always wanted. Little Miss Goody Goody. I’m afraid she’s going to sink her teeth into you and not let go.”
 
   “Oh, great. Just great.”
 
   A brisk knock sounded on the bathroom door. Cheris didn’t move or speak. She wasn’t ready to go back out there and undergo the gauntlet of well wishes.
 
   “Cheris, dear. It’s Annie Hill,” came the voice from the hallway.
 
   “Oh, please don’t tell me Annie witnessed what happened out there.” Cheris sagged against the sink.
 
   “Buck up,” Janie counseled before turning the knob and pulling it open.
 
   There stood the original Hip Granny smiling reproachfully. She rapped her cane on the floor twice. “Come out of there, please. I know you don’t like being the center of attention but that’s what happens when you get married. Everyone wants to make a fuss over you.”
 
   Cheris’ feet refused to move. Annie rapped the cane against the hard wood floor again and arched an eyebrow.
 
   Oh, help me. I’m being bullied by old women!
 
   She lurched out of the bathroom feeling about as graceful as Igor. “Annie, it’s not what you think.”
 
   “Did you get married to Geoff Arrowood the third at some time last night or this morning?”
 
   “Yes, that’s true, but—”
 
   “Then it is what I think.”
 
   “But, Annie. I didn’t…what I mean is…” Cheris looked around for some help from Janie and saw her walking down the stairs. “Janie!” she cried.
 
   “See you later, Sister.”
 
   The jerk.
 
   Annie chuckled. “If you didn’t want this spectacle then why didn’t you wait until after the party to tell everyone?”
 
   “It was supposed to be a secret,” Cheris mumbled.
 
   Annie clucked her tongue. “You ought to know better than that. Secrets have a way of getting out.”
 
   “This one was best left untold.”
 
   Annie placed her arms around Cheris’ shoulders and guided her toward a settee in the hall. She pushed her down gently and sat down next to her. “Sweetheart, after that kiss on the stairs…” She shook her head. “For goodness’ sake, you took his glasses off. That simple gesture demonstrates a deliberate willingness to show your deep affection very publicly. My Gerald wore glasses, you know.”
 
   She nodded and sighed in contentment, a far off look in her eyes. “How I love that man. Even though he’s been dead fourteen years, there’s not a day that goes by that I don’t think about him. And thank God for the time we had together.” She turned to Cheris. “I am so happy for you and Geoff. You know, I worried so that you were here by yourself with no family. Well, anyway, there’s no more worrying, is there? Because you’ve married into one of the most respected families in Cullsbaeir. Even with Janie, but we love her, too. Because she’s…” Annie dropped her voice to a whisper. “…an artist. And she’s talented enough that she can get by with it.” Her voice returned to a normal tone. “Now then. Milton Stewart is downstairs.”
 
   The owner of Web Enterprises!
 
   “He, his wife Ellie, and I want to have a dinner party when you get back from your honeymoon. You know, sort of a shower, but more formal with a sit-down meal.”
 
   “Honeymoon! Geoff and I aren’t going on a honeymoon.”
 
   “Well, sure you are. Milton said to take two weeks off.”
 
   “I can’t take two weeks off. I need to work.”
 
   “Honey, this isn’t Bill who you can distract with pretty trinkets; this is Milton, the CEO of all of the Web Enterprises. No one says no to him. Not even me. Now I don’t want to hear this I need to work. It’s a paid vacation. But don’t get any ideas about being a happy homemaker. I’ve invested too much time in you to lose you to the bliss of housework and babies.”
 
   The bliss of housework and babies?
 
   Cheris’ stomach rolled uneasily.
 
   With some effort, Annie stood up leaning heavily on her cane. “Now then. I labored all the way up that staircase to have this little heart-to-heart. I hope you will help me get back down.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   The sun shone bright and the birds sang sweetly, and Dorothy did not feel nearly so bad as you might think a little girl would who had been suddenly whisked away from her own country and set down in the midst of a strange land.
 
   —The Wonderful Wizard of Oz by L. Frank Baum
 
    
 
   Cheris sat in Geoff’s car as he went around to the driver’s side. When he sat down in the seat and closed the door, he sighed heavily. Staring for a moment through the darkened windshield, he finally turned the key in the ignition and started the engine.
 
   What was he thinking?
 
   Cheris stole a glance at him. His morose expression reflected her mood.
 
   After she had accompanied Annie downstairs, Monnie had put her and Geoff together then proceeded to introduce them to every person at the party.
 
   Every single person.
 
   Cheris was pretty sure Monnie had dragged in a few hobos off the street to introduce them to as well. Cheris’ face hurt from smiling so much, and her head hurt from the stress of acting like a fraud. Without any verbal communication between them, both she and Geoff had played the happy newlyweds the entire night. Cheris realized it was useless to attempt to explain the truth to anyone. Not only had Hip Granny embraced the romantic story, but Geoff’s new boss had as well.
 
   What could she say, really?
 
   Thank you for your good wishes, but I was under the influence of Wonderland potion last night and can’t even remember getting married.
 
   It had been horrible. The lie. The great, big, disgusting lie.
 
   Geoff turned the car into the parking lot of her apartment. Pulling into a space, he cut the engine and released his seatbelt.
 
   “I guess, there’s only one thing to say,” he announced.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well, Stanley, here’s yet another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.”
 
   A giggle bubbled up from Cheris’ throat and escaped from her mouth. She opened the door and left the vehicle. The giggle grew until waves of laughter overcame her at the absurdity of every single moment since she had awoken this morning. She caught sight of Geoff who now stood with hands in pockets watching her, and she laughed some more. Holding her side to quell the stitches, Cheris staggered toward the walkway and her apartment. Her mirth echoed in the still night air, and though she didn’t know exactly why, but it was funny.
 
   Really funny.
 
   Tears streamed down her face, and she wiped her cheek then dug into her purse for her keys. When she unlocked her door and threw it open Geoff followed her as far as the threshold. Cheris collapsed on her rocking chair and gulped in a couple of breaths.
 
   Her gaze focused on the man who waited silently for her to do what, she didn’t know. Though they had spent the last six hours together, she knew little more than she did this morning when he stood in roughly the same spot with undershirt and tuxedo pants. Tonight was supposed to be dinner and conversation. She was supposed to interrogate Geoff and gather evidence on his character.
 
   Instead they had gone further into this upside down world inviting all of Geoff’s family to join them not to mention Annie Hill and Milton Stewart.
 
   And if Mr. Stewart knew that meant Bill Connor, her boss, would find out, and within an hour he’d figure out a way to capitalize on it and make more money for Mr. Stewart. It would get on Hip Granny and her mom would find out.
 
   Cheris buried her face in her hands and groaned.
 
   “Are you ready?” Geoff asked.
 
   For whatever it was, no she wasn’t.
 
   Her front door clicked shut. But he was still here. She didn’t have to see him to know. Like the sound of air parting when someone enters a room though their footsteps are silent, she knew. The very molecules of the room shifted at his presence. And her own molecules, well, they didn’t shift so much as they…err…vibrated.
 
   Not too long ago, she had been talking to someone at the party. Geoff had been somewhere else, but Cheris had known the second he had entered the room.
 
   How?
 
   Some crazy feeling—awareness—those molecules…or something. She had turned her head, and there he had been, those beautiful eyes behind his glasses meeting and holding her gaze.
 
   The recognition of it made her uneasy because it hinted at a history with him, and the only history she had was what she couldn’t remember.
 
   She lowered her hands, but didn’t make eye contact. “For what?”
 
   “To ask me questions. I told you earlier I’d answer as many as you wanted to ask.”
 
   Cheris leaned her head back against the wooden chair. “It’s late.”
 
   “Really? Nothing you want to know?”
 
   “Did you…know who I was last night at the exhibit?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me who you were?”
 
   Geoff meandered into the room. He paused at a framed photograph of her and Janie. “It didn’t come up. Not then.”
 
   Cheris’ throat closed up. Again with the lost time. Had she lived an eternity after the punch and cake?
 
   “When did it? Before or after we got married?”
 
   “Before. We talked about having Janie as a witness.” He sat down on her couch and leaning forward, he clasped his hands between his knees.
 
   Her troubled gaze met his. “Why didn’t we?”
 
   “You sure you want to know?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You said it would take too long.”
 
   “Why was I in such a hurry?”
 
   “The courthouse closed at nine. We were pushing it.”
 
   “Yes. We were.”
 
   Geoff didn’t reply, only leaned back against the couch cushion and stretched his arms across its length.
 
   “What are we going to do?”
 
   “We could go to bed. Everything looks better in the morning.” He yawned as if to punctuate his statement.
 
   “Go to bed? Go to bed?” Cheris exclaimed as she jumped out of the chair. “Don’t you care that half the town knows we’re married?”
 
   Geoff followed suit. “Now, Cheris—”
 
   “Don’t you Now, Cheris me. We’ve got to figure out a way to get out of this marriage gracefully before my boss gets a hold of it and broadcasts it on the World Wide Web.” What a nightmare it would be if her mom found out.
 
   “It’ll be all right, sweetheart.”
 
   Their postures felt familiar to her. Had he tried to placate her last night with a Now, Cheris and It’ll be all right, sweetheart?
 
   “Have we already had this conversation?” she snapped.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Something similar though. What was it?”
 
   Geoff blinked at her. He ran a hand through his hair.
 
   “What?”
 
   “It was…it was about making love.”
 
   Cheris’ jaw dropped in disbelief. What had he done to her last night?
 
   He’d cajoled and talked her right out of her panties. That’s what he had done.
 
   The ache in her head exploded, and she gripped her temples.
 
   “I can’t talk about this right now.” She marched across the carpeted floor to the hallway and her bedroom. Behind the closed door she took a shuttering breath. No. She couldn’t talk about it, didn’t even want to think about it, wished she could wake up in the morning and find all of this was a very bad dream.
 
   Geoff Arrowood could show himself out. She was done with him for tonight.
 
   With jerky movements, Cheris stripped off her clothes, not even bothering to hang up her dress. She pulled on a nightshirt and collapsed on the bed staring at the ceiling lit only by the street lamp outside. She’d wait a little while for Geoff to leave then she’d go back out there to the bathroom, brush her teeth, take something for her head, and remove her make-up.
 
   She’d give him twenty minutes.
 
   He’d be gone by then.
 
   Cheris turned on her side, and in the silence of the dark the events of the last twenty-four hours welled up from her heart and gathered in big tears which fell down her face.
 
   At nearly eight the next morning, Cheris awoke with puffy eyes and mascara splotched all over her pillowcase. She yawned and stretched before sliding off the mattress and stripping it.
 
   Monday was usually her day for washing sheets, but she’d rather erase the evidence of her tearful night. Today was a new day and the start of a new week. She’d do some laundry and go to church, maybe get some new insight on her situation.
 
   She gathered the bedclothes in her arms and walked into the hallway to the shuttered doors which hid the cubby with the washer and dryer. Opening one side, she bumped it wider with her hip and dumped the sheets in the open machine. Then she pulled her gown over her head and shoved it in there as well. She started the load and stepped into the bathroom to take a shower.
 
   Under the hot spray, she ruminated on Geoff’s words.
 
   Everything looks better in the morning.
 
   Yeah, it did.
 
   She’d make an appointment with an attorney in the morning. She’d talk to Annie and explain to her what happened. Annie was the original Hip Granny. She’d been giving practical advice for years. She’d be disappointed in Cheris’ actions, but she’d probably have some ideas about how to handle a quiet divorce.
 
   It’ll be all right.
 
   Cheris smiled and shook her head in irony.
 
   Geoff’s words again.
 
   Well, Stanley, here’s another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.
 
   He was funny, and, yes, he was cute, too. He had a way of adjusting his glasses that was endearing. She’d only seen him without them when he’d been asleep yesterday morning. And, well, when she’d pulled them off his face on the stairs last night. The color of his irises without the eyewear had mesmerized her.
 
   Turning off the faucet, she pulled a towel from the rack and dried herself before wrapping it around her body and tucking the corner in front. With her hair still wet, she picked up a brush from the basket on the corner of the counter and pulled it through the dripping locks. Humming the tune from Laurel and Hardy, she headed toward the kitchen to turn on the coffee maker.
 
   And screamed bloody murder.
 
   Because standing there peering into her open refrigerator was Geoff. At her startled cry, he stood up straight and slammed the door shut, then tried to shield himself from the brush she threw at him.
 
   “Geoff, what are you doing here?” She exclaimed. “You scared me half to death!”
 
   “Sorry. “ He reached down and rubbed his leg where the brush had hit him.
 
   Geoff wore the same clothes he had been wearing last night except they looked as if he had slept in them.
 
   Slept in them?
 
   “Do not tell me you spent the night here last night,” she demanded.
 
   When Geoff stared at her without answering, she stamped her foot.
 
   The towel loosened though Cheris didn’t notice.
 
   “Answer me.”
 
   Eye glass adjustment. “Was that a question? It sounded like an order.” Geoff turned away from her, leaned against the counter, and studied the wall across the kitchen from him.
 
   Now what was he doing? He can’t even look at me when I’m talking to him?
 
   Cheris moved to stand in front of him and glared up at him. “Did you sleep here last night? Uninvited?”
 
   “Yes.” Geoff inched away from her, sliding along the counter toward the stove. “I’m sorry. I was waiting for you to come back so we could work something out, but I guess I fell asleep on the couch.”
 
   “You fell asleep on the couch.” Cheris took the place he had abandoned, facing him. When she leaned against the counter, the towel slipped about half an inch. “What is wrong with you? Why couldn’t you take the big, fat hint and leave?”
 
   Geoff glanced at her from the corner of his eye and swallowed hard. “Sorry.”
 
   His jaw was rough from a night’s growth of beard, his hair tousled from sleep. Sleep he had gotten on her couch. Her heart sped up a bit at the picture of him rumpled and…something else. What was it? Vulnerability maybe, or nervous tension. Her indignation softened, but she held onto it.
 
   It was not okay for him to be here.
 
   Definitely not.
 
   He’d crossed way too many boundaries already.
 
   “That’s just great. You’re sorry. Oh, well, that just fixes everything, doesn’t it?” Cheris stood staring at his profile waiting for him to say something else, but he was silent. A pulse beat in his throat.
 
   The doorbell rang, and she stalked out of the kitchen.
 
   “I don’t think you should answer that,” Geoff called.
 
   “This is my home, and you don’t have a say in what I do in it, Geoff Arrowood.” Cheris wrenched open the door on the last word.
 
   Her friend Janie waited on the front porch with a bag from the Jolly Pirate Doughnut Shop in her hand. Her mouth hung open in shock then she doubled over with laughter. Cheris narrowed her eyes at the greeting.
 
   “What’s your problem?” she snarled.
 
   “And good morning to you, too,” Janie said recovering from her chuckles. “May I come in?”
 
   Oh, no. Not with your brother inside.
 
   Janie would jump to the wrong conclusion.
 
   As in leap the tallest building of wrong conclusions.
 
   “No.”
 
   Janie’s eyebrow rose at the answer. Cheris grabbed the first excuse which jumped in her head.
 
   “I’m sick. I think I’ve got the stomach flu.”
 
   Janie grinned. “Cheris, my friend, if I hadn’t noticed his truck in the parking lot, I would have figured it out when you were yelling at him as you opened the door.”
 
   Cheris adopted an innocent expression. “Who?”
 
   Janie rolled her eyes. “Please. How stupid do I look?” Janie pushed her way inside. “Don’t worry. I have enough for Geoff, too.”
 
   Janie marched into the dining room and laid the bag on the table. She nodded to Geoff. “How about getting me a cup of coffee, Brother?”
 
   Without a word, Geoff looked through the cabinets for coffee.
 
   “This isn’t what it looks like,” Cheris said as she followed her. After Geoff had perused the third cabinet, Cheris entered the kitchen, reached up and took a canister from the top of the refrigerator and handed it to him. Her movement had caused the towel to slip dangerously low, and Cheris retucked it. She opened the dishwasher and set three coffee cups on the counter.
 
   Janie grinned like the Cheshire cat as she watched her. She chuckled. “Well, that’s good because from here it looks pretty damaging. Would you say so, Geoff?”
 
   “Nothing happened,” Cheris responded before Geoff could. “He just fell asleep on the couch. Right, Geoff? Tell her.”
 
   “Nothing happened, Janie.” Geoff winked at his sister and filled the coffee pot with water from the sink faucet.
 
   Cheris punched his arm. She gripped her towel when it slipped. “Stop encouraging her.”
 
   “Well, really, Cheris. If you want me to believe this is all so innocent,” Janie said as she studied her friend critically,” Then you better get your butt back there to your room and put on some clothes.”
 
   Cheris glanced down at herself and gasped. Clutching the towel which hung precariously around her, she ran into the bedroom and shut the door.
 
   Twenty minutes later, she emerged from her bedroom fully dressed. Janie sat at the table sipping a cup of coffee. When Cheris scanned the apartment for him, Janie spoke.
 
   “He’s not here. He went back to the hotel.”
 
   “Good.” Cheris walked into the kitchen and poured coffee in one of the two cups sitting on the counter.
 
   “He said he’d call you later.”
 
   “Whatever.” Cheris sat across from her friend and reached into the bag. Her fingers closed around a cruller. Mmmm. Yes.
 
   “You don’t have to pretend with me.”
 
   Cheris’ attention moved from the cruller to her friend who stared at her with a kind gaze. Cheris bit into the doughnut and chewed. “There is no pretending.” She swallowed. “I told you what happened. It’s all a mistake, and I’m going to see a lawyer tomorrow.”
 
   “If you keep sleeping with him, then I don’t see how anyone is going to believe you.”
 
   Cheris glared at her friend as she chewed. It was obvious she was happy to have Cheris as her sister-in-law.
 
   Janie stayed until it was time for Cheris to go to church. They walked to their respective cars.
 
   “You could go with me, you know.” Cheris unlocked her car.
 
   “And spoil my reputation? Not on your life.” Janie smiled unrepentantly at her friend as she climbed into her own her own car and shut the door. She rolled down the window as she backed the car out of the parking space. “Besides, I imagine you’ve got some confessing to do to the priestess.”
 
   “She’s a reverend not a priestess.” Cheris raised her voice to be heard as Janie drove off.
 
   Janie was referring to the pastor at Trinity Church where Cheris was a member. Reverend Kelly Thomas was the same age as Cheris and had caused quite a stir when she first came to Cullsbaeir as she was the first female pastor the church had ever called. But in her two years at Trinity, she had proven herself to be a compassionate pastor and a gifted preacher. Everyone in the church loved her. Cheris stared thoughtfully at Janie’s departing car then entered her own vehicle. Maybe Janie was onto something after all. Maybe Kelly could offer Cheris some good advice about this mess in which she found herself.
 
   After the worship service, Cheris shook Kelly’s hand and asked if she had a few minutes to talk. The minister affirmed that she did and to wait for her in the courtyard, an airy rectangular space carpeted in the middle with real grass, framed by blond bricks, and bookended with two dogwood trees. Cheris settled on one of the wooden benches and waited.
 
   About fifteen minutes later Kelly, minus her black robe, heaved a big sigh of relief as she sat down next to Cheris. The woman leaned her head back and smiled as the sun shone on her face. For a few minutes they sat in silence. Kelly sighed again contentedly and turned to Cheris.
 
   “Okay, I’m ready.”
 
   “Ready for what?” Cheris asked.
 
   “I’m ready to listen to you, to hear what’s on your heart.”
 
   “Thank you because I’m in a big mess here.”
 
   Kelly nodded but said nothing. Cheris began her story with videotaping Janie at the gala opening Friday night and ended with the fiasco in her towel this morning. Kelly made sympathetic noises during the telling.
 
   “So you can see, I’m in way over my head.”
 
   “Yes, it is a very difficult situation,” Kelly agreed.
 
   “What do you think I should do?”
 
   “What do you want to do?”
 
   “I want to go back to Friday and relive my life over again.”
 
   “Ah.” Kelly nodded. “How different all our lives would be if we could go back and undo the past.”
 
   “The thing is, if I had not had the cake and punch that night, I would have never done anything so irresponsible.”
 
   “Sometimes alcohol gives us permission to do the things we don’t think we’re capable of. Then if something goes wrong, we can blame the drink.” Kelly softened her remark by patting Cheris’ hand.
 
   “Do you think that maybe somewhere inside I really wanted to marry Geoff? How could I? I didn’t even know him. A complete unknown to me.”
 
   “He’s not a complete unknown now. From what you’ve learned about him so far, is he someone you can imagine yourself with?”
 
   “Well, I don’t know. He seems really nice and considerate, but what kind of man would…well, you know, with someone who was too drunk to say no?”
 
   When Kelly didn’t say anything, Cheris turned to her. “You don’t think I really wanted to…and I’m just using the Wonderland elixir as an excuse, do you?”
 
   Kelly shrugged. “I don’t know that, but what I do know is you shouldn’t beat yourself up over what has already happened. You can’t change it anyway. The challenge before you is how you will make the right choices from where you are now.”
 
   “What are the right choices? Don’t you think I should divorce him and put it all behind me?”
 
   “Cheris.” Kelly shook her head. “I can’t tell you what to do. What I can tell you is that sometimes things happen in our lives which we don’t choose and we don’t like, but God often uses those things for the good. Remember Joseph? His brothers sold him into slavery. His own brothers. But because they did that, he ended up in Egypt and saved an entire nation from famine.”
 
   “So, you’re saying God’s hand was in this?”
 
   “I’m saying God will work with us in any situation if we just give a little leeway.”
 
   “Give a little leeway, huh? Like you were preaching today—erring on the side of grace?”
 
   “Yes. However God leads you to do that.”
 
   Cheris stared at the bricked border wishing it was yellow and led to a place where she could find the answers. “Guess I’ve got some things to think about.”
 
   “I hope you will let me know what happens, and how I can help you.”
 
   “I will. Thanks, Kelly.”
 
   Cheris walked back to her car slowly as Kelly’s words ran through her mind.
 
   Is he someone you can imagine yourself with?
 
   Is he?
 
   You again. Get out of my head.
 
   I was here first.
 
   “Shut up, both of you,” Cheris muttered as she settled herself in her car, put the key in the ignition, and turned it.
 
   Nothing happened.
 
   Cheris stared in disbelief at the dashboard.
 
   What was wrong with her car? She hadn’t had problems with it in months. She turned the key again.
 
   Nothing happened again.
 
   Expelling a breath, she opened the car door planning to find Kelly and asking her if she knew any Sunday mechanics when Janie’s little Toyota pulled into the parking lot.
 
   Janie’s car stopped next to where Cheris stood, and Janie rolled down the window. Cheris saw her own reflection in Janie’s mirrored sunglasses.
 
   “What’s taking so long? I thought we’d go grab some lunch. I’ve been waiting at your apartment for, like, almost half an hour.”
 
   “My car won’t start.”
 
   “Yeah?” Janie parked her car and got out. She walked over to Cheris’ car and slipped into the driver’s seat. With the same results as Cheris, she pulled the latch for the hood and walked around to the front and raised its lid.
 
   “What do you know about cars?” Cheris asked as she watched Janie stare critically at the engine.
 
   “I know gas makes them run.” Janie pursed her lips and shrugged. “Let’s take my car to lunch. I’ll call Bobby and ask him to come by and take a look-see. Leave your keys under the floormat.”
 
   Uh-oh. Not the felon.
 
   Bobby was Janie’s bad boy boyfriend. “My car’s not going to turn up missing, is it?”
 
   “Don’t be a smart ass. Bobby hasn’t done anything like that since way before.”
 
   Since way before what?
 
   Cheris slid her key off of her key ring and put it where Janie had directed.
 
   It was probably better not knowing.
 
   Janie closed the hood and wiped her hands down the side of her blue jeans. Cheris didn’t trust Bobby, but he did know cars. Cheris suspected that he had worked in a chop shop at some time in his past and that was why he had to check in with his parole officer ever so often.
 
   Cheris grabbed her purse and sat down in the passenger side of Janie’s car. When Janie started up the engine, she gunned the accelerator, and they were on their way.
 
   “Don’t worry about the car. I’m sure it’s a little something. I bet Bobby will have it up and running before we get back from lunch.” Janie merged with traffic and headed toward town.
 
   “I just hope he doesn’t commit any felonies while driving it.”
 
   Janie didn’t reply. She bypassed the main thoroughfare in town where all the restaurants were located and continued north.
 
   “Hey, where are we eating anyway?”
 
   “Oh, just this place I know about. Great food.” Janie turned left into a little sub-division and drove down a tree-lined avenue.
 
   “What’s the name of it?” Cheris asked. When Janie didn’t answer, Cheris repeated her question.
 
   “Huh? Oh. Didn’t I tell you?”
 
   “No, you didn’t.” The neighborhood seemed familiar. Large turn of the century homes dominated immaculately manicured front lawns. Unease prickled her skin. “Janie…Oh, no. Janie. If you’re my friend, you’ll turn this car around and take me home.”
 
   “Of course, I’m your friend, Cheris. How could you think anything else?”
 
   The evidence mounted. Cheris recognized the house as Janie pulled into the circular driveway, parked it, and jumped out with keys in her hand.
 
   “No, no, no!”
 
   Janie crouched down and looked at her friend through the open door. “I am also your sister-in-law, at the moment anyway, and we are going to have a nice lunch in the nice backyard with our nice family. Not the extended family, mind you. They’ve all gone home, which is a relief. Just Monnie, Chip, you, me, and Geoff.”
 
   “Give me your keys,” Cheris demanded.
 
   “No way. Mom has promised this will be only lunch and chit-chat. No talk of weddings, receptions, or anything like that. She promised me, and I’m going to hold her to it.”
 
   “You’re a dirty, scheming jerk. You did something to my car, didn’t you?”
 
   Janie shook her head and spit in on the pavement. “Did you even see the priestess this morning?”
 
   “Did you just spit on your parents’ driveway? Are you sure you’re related to them?”
 
   Janie grinned. “I thought for sure she’d put you in a better mood.”
 
   “Was she in on this, too?”
 
   “Of course not. I was hoping you would talk to her though.”
 
   Cheris stared stonily through the windshield at the perfect house.
 
   “Well, did you?”
 
   “Oh, all right,” Cheris snapped as she threw open the door and stomped out of the car. “But you better be careful. I’m beginning to think you have confidence in Kelly’s ability to provide counsel.”
 
   “I’m not a complete heathen,” Janie commented as they walked around the side of the house and to a wooden gate. “My parents did take me to church every Sunday when I was growing up.”
 
   “Too bad none of it stuck.”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, Granny.” She opened the gate revealing the backyard Cheris remembered from the night before.
 
   On the other side of the pool sat Chip, Monnie, and Geoff at a round glass-topped table under the shade of an umbrella. Slumped in a wrought iron chair Geoff was neatly dressed in khaki pants and a forest green golf shirt. Monnie was the first to spot them, and her face broke into a wide smile as she waved them over.
 
   “Hello, girls. Come on over and have a seat.”
 
   From the startled expression on Geoff’s face, Cheris knew he hadn’t been expecting her for lunch. Cheris’ steps faltered when he half way stood up, then took his seat again. Cheris’ stomach fluttered. She forced her feet forward toward the table. Chip and Monnie beamed at her. Geoff’s expression was unreadable.
 
   “So glad you could join us for lunch, Cheris,” Chip said standing up as they approached.
 
   Geoff stood as well.
 
   “Okay, here now. Janie, you sit here between me and your dad,” Monnie directed as she moved over one chair. “Cheris, you can have the seat next to Geoff.”
 
   Dutifully, Cheris sat down without looking at him, her skin burned from…what? Was she embarrassed? Nervous?
 
   Why should she be nervous? She was having lunch with her in-laws.
 
   She had in-laws.
 
   “Here, dear, how about some ice tea?” Monnie poured the drink from a crystal pitcher into a glass. “Come on, Chip. Help me with the food.”
 
   They stood up and walked the short distance to the back door. When it closed behind them, Janie sat forward and grinned. “A hundred bucks says I get called in to the house to help prepare lunch and give the lovebirds time alone.”
 
   “I don’t think either one of us is dumb enough to take that bet,” Geoff replied.
 
   The door opened and Monnie stuck her head through the crack. “Janie, come in here a minute, would you?”
 
   “Do I know Monnie Dearest, or what?” Janie grinned at them before bouncing into the house.
 
   Cheris stared at the frosted glass table top. The silence at the table deafened the chirps of the birds in the trees.
 
   “Will they come back?” She glanced at Geoff, and the corner of his mouth upturned in a smile.
 
   “Eventually. After all this is supposed to be lunch, and I see no food on the table.”
 
   “Do you think they know something’s up with us?”
 
   “Most definitely. Before you and Janie arrived, I was getting lectured about how to treat women, how to be a good husband, what makes a good marriage.” He shook his head in derision. “They think the quickie Serenity wedding was not a good start to happily-ever-after. As if I hadn’t figured that one out already.”
 
   “You should humor them. I know they mean well.”
 
   “I know, but I’ve been running my own life pretty well for the last ten or twelve years. All of the sudden they have all the answers.” Geoff crossed his arms on the table and rested his chin on them.
 
   “They’re married. It seems to me they probably do have a lot of the answers…about marriage anyway.”
 
   He seemed so morose. Cheris reached forward and smoothed a hand over his hair to offer comfort.
 
   “This is my problem.”
 
   “So, you made your bed, now you’re going to lie in it, is that right?”
 
   Geoff tilted his head and studied her face. “All by myself. All by my married self. In bed.” His eyes sparkled at her, the image of him not by himself in bed becoming clear in her head.
 
   Cheris’ heart raced.
 
   No. She didn’t want to think about that! “Marriage is more than what happens in a bedroom,” she snapped.
 
   Geoff straightened. “Exactly what I was trying to tell Mom and Dad. But they insist sex is the glue that holds a marriage together. Can you imagine how traumatic it is to hear that kind of stuff from one’s own parents?”
 
   Cheris gazed at Geoff’s deadpan face and chuckled. “I suppose until they enlightened you today it was your belief that they found you under a cabbage leaf.”
 
   “That’s absurd. It was the stork that brought me.”
 
   “The stork, huh? How very difficult it must be to find out your parents have had sex at least twice in their thirty-five year marriage.”
 
   “Once. We’re twins, remember?” He shuddered. “I hope they haven’t said anything to Janie about it. Her uncorrupted ears couldn’t take it.”
 
   “Now I know you’re being ridiculous.”
 
   “What? You know something about my sister you’re not telling me?”
 
   “I know she’s got a crazy brother.”
 
   “He is crazy, insane. About you.” Geoff grasped her hand and stroked it, his finger turned her palm up and caressed the soft flesh at her wrist.
 
   Cheris watched their hands. “How could you be? You don’t even know me.”
 
   “I know you more and more each moment.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   “I’ve just been imagining that it was really me you wanted after all and that I was to stay here for ever and ever. It was a great comfort while it lasted. But the worst of imagining things is that the time comes when you have to stop and it hurts.”
 
   —Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery
 
    
 
   Monnie stood at the window watching the young couple. “Oh, Chip. He’s holding her hand. Isn’t that sweet? Maybe they’re patching things up.”
 
   “What’s to patch up? They’ve only been married two days.” Chip took plates out of the cabinet and set them on the table.
 
   “Don’t act like you don’t know they’ve been having problems. You told me yourself last night she said she’d never live with him. What kind of marriage is that?” Monnie held the curtain still peering through the glass.
 
   “I shouldn’t have told you what I heard.” Chip opened the refrigerator door and pulled out several covered bowls. “That was their private conversation. Besides don’t underestimate your son’s power of persuasion. You know once he sets his mind on something, he gets it. I saw that drive when he wrote his dissertation in seventeen months. He’s set his mind on that young lady out there, and I’m afraid she doesn’t stand a chance.”
 
   “Doesn’t she have a choice?” Janie walked into the kitchen with freshly laundered cloth napkins in her hand.
 
   “She certainly does, and as I live and breathe, she’ll choose Geoff Arrowood.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?” This from Monnie.
 
   “Because he has my irresistible charm. Any woman is powerless against it.” Chip placed the plates on the service caddy along with the leftovers from the night before.
 
   “Oh, Dad, your modesty is inspiring.”
 
   “You watch him. No one else exists when she’s within fifty feet of him. He’s in love, and he’s going to make sure she’s in love before it’s all said and done. Would you agree, Monnie?”
 
   “I sure haven’t seen him so focused since he finished up his doctorate,” Monnie commented from her lookout.
 
   “After all those years you harassed him about not settling down.” Chip shook his head. “And all along he was just waiting to find Cheris. Monnie, I think that’s everything. Let’s go get to know our daughter-in-law.”
 
   ****
 
   The door opened, and Monnie and Janie walked out with smiles on their faces. Chip followed pushing the caddy laden with food and dishes. Cheris extricated her hand from Geoff’s and clasped her hands in her lap. Chip and Janie sat down as Monnie set dishes on the table.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind leftovers, Cheris. We have so much food from last night.” She took the lids off several bowls, and unwrapped finger sandwiches. Setting them on the table, she nodded and sat down. “I tell you what. I love parties, but it’s work putting one on. That’s why we’re eating out here—not a clean surface in the whole house.”
 
   They passed the dishes around the table, and each person filled their plates. Soon everyone was eating. No one asked Cheris specifically about herself allowing her to volunteer whatever information she felt comfortable. Geoff was quiet, and Cheris stole glances at him wondering what was on his mind. Wasn’t he comfortable with his family? One time he caught her staring at him, and he winked.
 
   Just like he had the night before at the party on the stairs.
 
   “Cheris.” Monnie’s voice captured her attention. “I saw you and Annie Hill talking at the party last night. Isn’t she just a darling?”
 
   “Yes, she is,” Cheris agreed. “She’s been like a grandmother to me since I’ve lived here.”
 
   “Is that right? You know I love Hip Granny’s website. I’ve gotten several good tips from there.”
 
   Janie laughed. As Hip Granny Annie Hill was the local celebrity in town. Very few people knew Cheris had taken the reins from Annie in every responsibility but promotion. Annie still did webcasts and TV talk shows. Her picture was the one on all the publicity. But it was Cheris who researched topics, wrote the columns, and organized lives on the web.
 
   “You’ve done a few podcasts,” Geoff commented.
 
   “You’ve seen them?”
 
   He nodded, his gaze warming her and making her heart skip a beat or two.
 
   “I’ve never heard of such a thing. What is it? A podcast?” Monnie asked.
 
   “It’s an audio or video clip on the internet. I…I have two of them on Hip Granny. I’m IT there. At Annie’s insistence, I demonstrated some helpful computer technology for users to take advantage of.”
 
   “Well, isn’t that interesting? Geoff, how did you know about the podcasts?” Monnie smiled at her son and waited for an answer.
 
   Geoff quirked an eyebrow at Janie who squirmed. Cheris watched the silent exchange with interest. “Come to think of it, Janie,” he said at last, “I believe you told me Hip Granny had some computer tutorials on their site.”
 
   “So that’s how you fixed them up?” Monnie asked Janie.
 
   “Well…” Janie shook her head as she watched her brother. “Yes. That was the beginning of it, Geoff. Other than I must have mentioned Cheris a time or two as my friend. But that was it.”
 
   Geoff smirked. Cheris’ eyes narrowed.
 
   He had something on Janie.
 
   What could it be?
 
   “We’ll have to look at those podcasts, Cheris. Won’t we, Monnie?” Chip commented. “What do you think Hip Granny will do when Annie retires? She has to be at least seventy.”
 
   “Yes, Cheris, is there someone who will take Annie’s place?” Janie jumped on the topic with all fours.
 
   Oh, boy.
 
   “There has been some conversation about it. As far as I’m concerned, there will be no publicly disclosed changes in the person who is Hip Granny.”
 
   A chorus of understanding sounded around the table.
 
   “Sounds like you’re not allowed to tell us.”
 
   Cheris picked up her glass and drank deeply from it. Oh, she was allowed to tell, but she didn’t want to, and she hadn’t allowed anyone else to either. The only reason Janie knew was she had found Cheris’ contract one day when she had been at the apartment. Cheris had threatened her life if she ever breathed a word about it.
 
   Every once in a while Bill approached her about coming out as the organizing guru, but she’d convinced him that Annie was the essence of Hip Granny. She was a success as the seventy plus hip grandma. If the public found out she was a twenty-something single woman, the implications would be similar to the New Coke disaster of the mid-eighties.
 
   It didn’t matter that blind taste tests had shown it was preferred.
 
   Coke was more than a taste. It was familiar, and people didn’t like change.
 
   Whenever Bill began to harass Cheris about being the new Hip Granny, she sang the jingle from the old commercial.
 
   Well, she didn’t know if it was the jingle or not. She’d made it up. Bill didn’t know. No one did, because New Coke has been a failure.
 
   And Hip Granny wasn’t a big enough icon to overcome a marketing disaster like that.
 
   Bill was all about the money, so singing the jingle always worked on him.
 
   “So, Mom and Dad, when are you leaving on your trip?” Geoff, obviously aware of Cheris’ discomfort, changed the subject.
 
   “I don’t see how we could possibly go anywhere now.” Monnie smiled at Cheris’ curious expression. “Chip and I had been planning on taking a little trip to Savannah. That’s where we went on our honeymoon. But we’ve been thinking about postponing it for a while. I mean, we can go there any time.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t you go?” Geoff asked.
 
   Chip and Monnie exchanged glances. “With the party and all, who can even think about leaving on a trip?”
 
   Cheris suspected their son’s newly married status was the reason.
 
   Oh, please go on to Savannah. Maybe by the time you get back, we can have this straightened out, and you can stay on your side of the railroad tracks.
 
   “You thought it was a good idea before the party. What’s changed?” Geoff persisted.
 
   Monnie shot him an I’m the mother and I said so look. When Geoff did not back down from the glare, Chip cleared his throat.
 
   “Son, you’ve got to admit, you gave us quite a shock last night.”
 
   “Therefore you’re not capable of taking a trip you’ve been planning for months?” Geoff murmured.
 
   Cheris’ eyes widened at his serious tone. She glanced at Janie who watched Geoff just as intently. Tension thickened until Cheris could hardly stand it.
 
   No.
 
   No way was she going to be culpable in this family starting a feud.
 
   “Geoff, sweetie, could you show me to the powder room?” Cheris touched his shoulder as she stood up.
 
   With his jaw still clinched, he finally broke eye contact with his parents to look at her.
 
   “Please?” She trailed her hand down his arm to clasp his fingers.
 
   Geoff allowed her to pull him to his feet and toward the back door. He held it open for her and followed her inside. Through the kitchen and down the hall they walked until he gestured her toward a door.
 
   Cheris turned to face him. “I don’t really have to go.”
 
   “Then why—”
 
   “Because I wanted to diffuse that situation before someone said something they would regret.”
 
   Geoff sighed angrily, pivoted, and began to walk away. Cheris hurried around him and blocked his path. “How can you blame them for wanting to stay to be with us?”
 
   He ran a hand through his hair and glared at the wall.
 
   “They just found out their only son ran off and married someone they’ve never met. Of course, they want to stay here and get to know me. They’re excited and anxious. Did you see your mother’s face last night on the stairs? She had tears in her eyes. Please don’t be angry at them because they don’t want to miss a very important part of their son’s life.”
 
   “And which part is that, Cheris? The one in which their only son has divorce papers served to him, or the one in which they find out that the only reason they have a daughter-in-law was because their son coerced her into getting married while under the influence?”
 
   Cheris faked a calm pose. She’d counseled Webbers to ‘fake it to make it’ and followed that advice now. Breathing deeply, she adopted a cool expression, and loosened her already-tensed muscles.
 
   “The point is, if they want to stay here, it’s their choice. Not yours. Not mine.” Cheris ran her hands up and down his arms wanting him to relax. “Right?”
 
   Geoff sighed again and shut his eyes. “Right.”
 
   “So, we’re going to go back out there and be pleasant. If you don’t want to see them this week, don’t come over here. It’s that simple.”
 
   “It’s never simple when it’s your own family.”
 
   No kidding. If her mom ever found out, there’d be teeth gnashing of Biblical proportions.
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   Geoff leaned back against the wall pulling her with him. When had they begun to hold hands? She stumbled against him, and Geoff dropped her fingers to wrap his arms around her.
 
   “If you’re really moving back here, you need to get used to them having a more active role in your life.” Cheris tried to sound matter of fact when she said it, but instead her voice had taken on the characteristics of a twenty year smoker on a hike up the Alps. He surrounded her, his body and the clean scent of Dial soap.
 
   She’d never thought of Dial as sexy, but on him….
 
   “Will I have to get used to you having a more active role in my life?” His voice reverberated against her.
 
   Her stomach flipped, and tingles which had begun there rippled outward. A sure sign of desire.
 
   Geoff was turning her on.
 
   Geoff Arrowood, her husband.
 
   “I…I don’t know.”
 
   “That’s not an outright rejection. Perhaps we’re making progress.”
 
   Progress?
 
   Lust was progress?
 
   Geoff bent his head, and touched her lips with his briefly. “I want to kiss you. Really kiss you.”
 
   “You’ll behave yourself with your parents?”
 
   “If you’ll kiss me for two minutes I promise to behave myself with them.”
 
   “Two minutes?” That sounded way too long to Cheris.
 
   Geoff tapped a finger on her back. “A two minute kiss, and a two week reprieve on the divorce. Will you accept those terms?”
 
   “You think you can change my mind in two weeks?”
 
   “Is it a deal?”
 
   “No sex,” Cheris countered.
 
   “No sex unless you, fully sober, consent,” Geoff amended.
 
   “I still don’t trust you.”
 
   “You should. I’m trustworthy.”
 
   “The marriage license says otherwise.”
 
   “What a sad culture we live in that marrying a gal before you bed her mars one’s character.”
 
   “The honorable man would have dropped me off at home instead of spending the night with me in Serenity.”
 
   “I’ve got an idea.” Geoff looked at his watch and pushed a button on it until it beeped. “I’ll set my watch for two minutes. We’ll kiss until the alarm sounds, and when I stop, that will prove you can trust me.”
 
   Cheris had her doubts.
 
   “Shall I get you a stick so you can beat me off if you need to?” Geoff glanced around the hallway. Finding nothing suitable, he walked into a small sitting room under the stairs.
 
   Cheris followed him.
 
   “Aha.” He turned to her and picked up an umbrella which must have been propped inside the doorway. “You can do some serious damage to me with this.”
 
   “We better just go back out there. You killed the mood with all of this negotiating and umbrella-waving.”
 
   Geoff grinned as he placed the umbrella in her hand. “I dare you.”
 
   “I don’t take dares.” Recognizing their words from the art gala, she gasped and popped her hand over her mouth. The umbrella clattered to the floor.
 
   “Aha. Not all of Friday night has been forgotten then.”
 
   With a constricted throat, she managed to ask, “How many dares did I take?”
 
   “You took two, and gave one.”
 
   “The first was the punch.”
 
   “Yes,” he confirmed.
 
   “I don’t remember much after that. Do I want to know the other two?”
 
   Geoff stepped closer to her. “The second was you double dog daring us to get married.”
 
   “Are these in chronological order?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I know I don’t want to know the other one.”
 
   Smoothing a strand of hair which had escaped from her clip, he gazed down at her. “You have absolutely nothing to be ashamed of about Friday night.”
 
   “I found my underwear on the lampshade.”
 
   “Even at your most uninhibited, your elegance took my breath away.”
 
   “What’s elegant about a double dog dare?”
 
   “You.” He raised his arm to look at the watch on his wrist. Pressing a small button on its side, he then linked his fingers through hers and stepped in front of her now, closer.
 
   Cheris’ heart pumped hard against her ribs. Lowering his head, Geoff’s lips touched her cheek, a light brush on the skin, to her ear.
 
   “I’d love to kiss you, but I’ve just washed my hair.” Even as she whispered the words, she couldn’t place what actress had said them in which movie. She’d bet it was black and white though. Some brassy actress for sure.
 
   Geoff’s mouth was at her neck now. He trailed soft kisses down to her shoulder moving aside her collar to expose the skin. His leisure path back up her neck soothed her nerves, comforted her. Both of her hands were free now, and with one she grasped the back of his shirt, feeling his flesh underneath, learning the texture of this man, her husband, enjoying touching him, reveling in his tasting her. His lips were nearly to hers now, and she tilted her face enough so that her mouth met his, and—
 
   Wow.
 
   Twenty minutes later they joined the trio outside. Cheris was too embarrassed to make eye contact. She was sure they all knew what she and Geoff had been doing.
 
   And it wasn’t visiting the powder room.
 
   It had also lasted much longer than the allotted two minutes though when the alarm had sounded Geoff had instantly ended the kiss. When she pulled him back to her, he resisted spouted some tripe about his trustworthiness being at stake.
 
   “No, it’s not,” Cheris insisted. “I trust you now. You stopped when the alarm sounded.”
 
   “Just so we’re clear about that.” Geoff leaned forward pressing his mouth to hers.
 
   Now he held her chair for her as she sat down. Ever the gentleman, at least in front of his parents, she thought darkly. Thankfully no one mentioned the span of time they’d been in the house though when Cheris found the courage to look at their faces, she saw what she suspected.
 
   They knew she’d been making out with Geoff, and they all looked pleased as punch about it.
 
   Janie grinned like an idiot. Cheris thought about kicking her but was afraid somebody might see through the glass-topped table.
 
   Geoff sat down and looked squarely at his parents. “I apologize, Mom, Dad. Certainly if you want to postpone your trip, it’s fine with me.”
 
   Jaws dropped all around the table. Cheris bit her lip to keep from snickering. From his family’s reaction, Cheris could tell his words had been unexpected. Three sets of eyes then settled on her.
 
   What?
 
   This wasn’t her doing. She didn’t make him come out here and announce his apology. She just wanted him to be a little more understanding about his parents’ reason for wanting to stick around.
 
   Somehow, Cheris made it through the rest of the lunch without incident. When she began making her excuses to leave, it was Geoff who stood to take her home. Of course, it was expected that he would go home with his wife, she determined, so she didn’t complain.
 
   Geoff drove her to the church to retrieve her car which started without any problem—more proof that it had been sabotaged in the first place. To her surprise, Geoff didn’t ask to follow her home, but said he had some things to take care of.
 
   “Can I come by later?” He leaned against the hood of a silver SUV she assumed was his since it had a Georgia plate. The sun reflected off the lenses of his glasses making it hard to read his thoughts.
 
   Cheris, already seated in her Prius, shrugged assuming a nonchalant expression. What the heck did she care what his unnamed business was about?
 
   She was only his wife. Not voluntarily, that she remembered anyway, but
 
   Whatever.
 
   He made no move toward her open window.
 
   I guess no goodbye kiss for the wife.
 
   Or was he waiting for an invitation? Him and his unnamed business.
 
   Cheris shifted into reverse. “See you later then,” she replied shortly as she pulled out of the space.
 
   Not that I really care if he wanted to kiss me or not.
 
   Yeah, right.
 
   You again.
 
   That’s right. Me again. You wanted him to kiss you and you know it.
 
   Not if he doesn’t even want to tell me what he’s doing this afternoon.
 
   Cheris glared at her reflection in the rearview mirror at the red light on Oak Street.
 
   I have got to stop having conversations with myself. It’s a sign of insanity.
 
   When she arrived at her apartment, she kicked off her shoes and stripped her clothes on the way to the bedroom. Finding an ancient pair of jeans which actually had holes in them she had put there through wear and tear, she slid them on, along with a Hip Granny T-shirt sporting the cartoon logo of Annie on it. She curled up on the couch and punched the remote of the television.
 
   Oh, goody. An Audrey Hepburn double feature.
 
   Who cares if she had seen both movies multiple times?
 
   She could get lost in the world of happily ever after resolved in an hour and a half.
 
   At the end of Roman Holiday, Cheris donned shorts, laced up her tennis shoes and headed to the exercise room in the apartment clubhouse to work out. She’d found at this time of day it was empty so she could exercise without obnoxious music blaring over the speakers or men in too-small Speedos running on the treadmill beside her.
 
   She timed the treadmill for the forty minute course, and as she ran she thought of Geoff, the cute way he adjusted his glasses on his nose, his sweet and unhurried way of kissing her, and the fact that he didn’t seem to like her hair up as he had unclipped her barrette last night out on the porch and again this afternoon in his parents’ sitting room. She hadn’t realized she didn’t have it until the breeze had blown her hair in her face out on the patio, and Janie had smirked at her.
 
   When the treadmill beeped signaling she’d completed the work out, she pressed the power button, stepped off of the machine, and headed back home to shower.
 
   Soon she was washed and stood at her dresser wondering what to wear. It was nearly six, and she hadn’t heard from Geoff.
 
   When he had asked to come by, she’d given him a noncommittal answer. Who knew whether he would or not?
 
   Should she call him?
 
   Did she want to see him again today?
 
   Shrugging, she picked up her jeans from the floor, slipped them on and grabbed a cotton camisole from her drawer. After she cooled off a bit more she’d put on something else.
 
   The doorbell rang.
 
   Hmm.
 
   When Cheris opened the door, Geoff stood on her front porch, hands in his pockets smiling at her.
 
   “Hi. I was just thinking about calling you.” She stepped back and motioned him inside.
 
   He didn’t move from his spot. “Calling me what?”
 
   “On the telephone, Smarty. Aren’t you coming in?”
 
   “I was hoping you’d go out with me.”
 
   Cheris looked down at the camisole and ragged blue jeans. “Let me change.”
 
   “No.” Geoff reached forward and caught her hand. “You’re perfect. Grab your shoes and keys. That’s all you need.”
 
   She gestured to her top. “This is underwear. I can’t go out in underwear.”
 
   “We’ll be in a dark theater. No one will see you.”
 
   “We’re going to the movies? Ugh. All I’ve done this afternoon is watch movies. I need a break from the silver screen. And I am not wearing a camisole to go out with you.”
 
   Geoff craned his neck and his gaze roved over her. “It’s covering all the important parts. Mostly. I have no problem with you wearing it.”
 
   Cheris shook off his grip and crossed her arms to cover herself. “It doesn’t matter because I don’t want to see a movie.”
 
   “No movies then. Have you eaten dinner?”
 
   Her stomach growled in response. Geoff’s eyebrows shot up, and he chuckled.
 
   “That sounded like a no.”
 
   Huffing, Cheris marched back to her bedroom and grabbed a polo shirt out of her dresser drawer. On the way back toward the living room, she pulled it over her head. If he didn’t care what she looked like with wet hair and no make-up, then neither did she. But she was going to wear a shirt, by God.
 
   In moments they settled in the SUV.
 
   Cheris noted the floorboard void of even a gas receipt. “I suppose this is yours.”
 
   Geoff cranked the engine and shifted gears. “Yes.”
 
   “It looks brand new.” She glanced in the back seat. It was as immaculate as the front.
 
   “I’ve had it about a year.” He maneuvered the vehicle out of the parking lot and onto the main thoroughfare. Within minutes they were parked in front of El Toro, a popular Mexican restaurant in town.
 
   She studied the building before turning to him. Did he know this was her favorite place to eat?
 
   “We can go inside, or I can get it to go. Your choice.”
 
   “To go where?”
 
   “A surprise.”
 
   “I don’t like surprises.”
 
   “You’ll like this one. So, want to get take out?”
 
   “No. Let’s just eat here. Maybe I can worm the surprise out of you before we get there.”
 
   ****
 
   Cheris stood at the doorway of the planetarium, her eyes following the curves of the high circular ceiling.
 
   “What are we doing?”
 
   “Having fun. Are you having fun yet?”
 
   “Are we allowed to be here?” No one else was around. In fact, Cheris hadn’t seen anyone else in the math and science building on the college campus.
 
   They stood inside the carpeted room. Five rows of theater seats lined its perimeter.
 
   “Of course, we’re allowed. I’m faculty now at Smithson. Adjunct, but it still counts.”
 
   “I thought you were the dynamic professor at the museum.” Cheris purposely chose the adjective his mother had used last night on the stairs.
 
   Geoff arched an eyebrow at her. “She meant didactic, and the college owns the museum and planetarium. This,” he held his arms wide. “was one of the deal makers.”
 
   He walked toward a large metal cylinder on a recessed stage in the middle of the room. “Have a seat. The best ones are there.” He pointed to the east side of the room. “Second or third row in the center.”
 
   “Where are you sitting?”
 
   “I’m sitting in the captain’s chair.” He disappeared behind a partition surrounding the cylinder.
 
   “You’re a nerd.”
 
   “Takes one to know one, Commander Gensa.” His voice echoed off the blank walls.
 
   Shoot. She must have told him she’d donned the female starship commander’s costume from a popular Sci-Fi movie for the Hip Granny franchise party in February.
 
   “Is there anything I didn’t tell you Friday night?” Cheris chose a seat in the second row and sat down. The back reclined slightly with her weight. Hmm. Comfy.
 
   “You didn’t tell me, but there’s a framed photograph of you and a Sleechberg warrior in your apartment.”
 
   Oh.
 
   The stark white walls began to soften to pearl gray and darker to mauve. A city skyline appeared near the bottom of the dome. The ceiling transformed into the twilight sky as a ghost of the moon rose from the seam of the wall.
 
   Oh, cool.
 
   Stars dotted the ever darkening sky, and Cheris sighed at the beauty of the sight.
 
   Yeah, having a toy like this would definitely be a deal maker for a job.
 
   “This is the sky for the coordinates of Culsbaeir.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “One fifteen tomorrow morning.”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “I don’t think so. I’ve never seen this many stars here even in the middle of the night.”
 
   “This is what you would see if we didn’t have light pollution.”
 
   “Light pollution?”
 
   “Artificial lights which prohibit stargazing. Street and building lights. Lit billboards. Headlights on cars.” The ceiling lightened and many of the stars disappeared. “This is with Culsbaeir’s lights. See the difference?”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   The expanse lightened further becoming hazy. “Here’s the view in New York City. In metropolitan areas air pollution inhibits viewing as well. If you can even see the sky with all of the buildings in the way.”
 
   “So the best place to star gaze would be a rural area,” Cheris surmised.
 
   “Even better a rural state with a sparse population.”
 
   “Or a country with no electricity.”
 
   “Not too many of those anymore.” The night became dark once again, and the twinkling lights moved across the ceiling for a moment before coming to a rest. “Here’s what the sky looked like on the night of your birth.”
 
   “I’m sure that wasn’t framed in my apartment.”
 
   “No. But you had to show your driver’s license at the courthouse, and I have a photographic memory.”
 
   Cheris shifted on the soft cushion. She wondered if anyone ever fell asleep in here. “Yeah? What’s my license plate number?” She smiled when she said it remembering the hotel clerk’s comments about it.
 
   Geoff was silent for a moment before he rattled it off to her. Hmm. He must have memorized it since Friday night.
 
   “What’s on the front of my refrigerator?”
 
   “A small dry erase board with my hotel phone number on it, a pen, a recipe for spinach salad with strawberry dressing, four magnets, and a drawing done by my sister.”
 
   Impressive.
 
   “What’s the recipe?”
 
   “Frozen strawberries, which you crossed out, and wrote ‘fresh’, Red wine vinegar, Splenda, Salt, chopped pecans. Drizzle over spinach, chopped red onion, apple cut into pieces, English cucumber. Do you want measurements too?”
 
   “No. What’s on the end table next to my Commander Gensa picture?”
 
   “A jar filled with buttons, a box of tissue, and a biography on the Fitzgeralds.”
 
   A bolt of light streaked across the artificial sky. “What was that?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It looked like a shooting star.”
 
   “Oh. Yeah. A meteor. They show up every once in a while to keep things interesting. Here and in the nighttime sky, too.”
 
   The origin of his voice had changed. He must have moved. Cheris glanced toward the center of the room but didn’t see him.
 
   “See that?”
 
   A red dot appeared on the ceiling and moved slowly in a circle. “That’s the constellation Lyra.” The dot stopped next to a star, and Cheris decided he had a laser pointer. “This is Vega, one of the brighter stars in the sky. About the third week of April you can see a pretty impressive shower when Earth plows through the tail of the Comet Thatcher.”
 
   “What’s that really bright one there? A planet?”
 
   He moved the pointer. “Here?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Not a planet. That’s Sirius. The dog star, and our nearest star neighbor. It’s actually a binary star system. It’s so bright because of its proximity to us and its luminosity.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “Ugh. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to start lecturing.”
 
   “How close is it?”
 
   “Two point six parsecs. About…oh…six point seven light years. I’m going to stop now before you run out of here screaming.”
 
   Cheris stood up, her eyes searching for him in the dark room. “Where are you?”
 
   She saw him, then, on the floor in front of the section of chairs where she sat. He lay on his back with his knees bent. He sat up and aimed the pointer at himself before turning it off. “Ready to go?”
 
   Actually, no, she wasn’t. “What about those stars up there close to Sirius?”
 
   The dot appeared again on the domed ceiling. “Here?”
 
   “No.” She pointed upward, and walked to where he sat on the floor. Geoff reclined and looked to where she indicated. “There. The three of them in a row.”
 
   The red dot moved to the three stars on the ceiling.
 
   “Aha. Orion’s belt. Mintaka. Alnilam. Alnitak.” He indicated each star with the laser. “Orion’s the hunter. Betelgeuse is his shoulder. Head is there. Body, and feet. That’s his sword hanging from his belt marked by M42, the Orion Nebula.”
 
   Cheris craned her neck for only a moment before walking a few feet away and lying down herself putting enough distance between them so he wouldn’t get any ideas.
 
   Wow. It was a better view from down here.
 
   “I thought Orion was in the sky in autumn.”
 
   “It is. The star projector is giving us a summary of the major constellations. How’d you know when Orion was in the sky?”
 
   “There’s a poem about it called Fair Use. ‘In the black expanse Orion, that great hunter, waits with arm raised, Arrow poised and twinkling belt—silent, searching. While below I pull my sweater to me thinking soon I’ll see my breath. The hunter pays me no mind, so focused is he on his aim.’”
 
   Geoff didn’t reply, and Cheris turned her head from the glittering ceiling and sought his gaze. Darnit. She’d gone and quoted poetry. He, science teacher that he was, probably thought she was silly. The darkness didn’t hide his burning gaze from across the carpet.
 
   “Trembling,” he continued the verse as he watched her. “The crisp leaves beside me hang on for dear life. They know the eminent fall and crunch underfoot. And I’ll strike a match to them, breezy cinders, and bitter smoke. Will rise, rise, rise to that great one who may, at last, stop and look on me. And have his turn to gaze and wonder.’”
 
   As Geoff recited the remainder of the verse, Cheris’ heart beat hard in her chest. How could he possibly know that poem?
 
   “How do you know that poem, and well enough to recite it? It’s so obscure, I didn’t think anyone else had even heard of it.”
 
   “It’s about stargazing and burning things. Two of my boyhood interests.” His head turned upward again, and the thin beam shot to the dome.
 
   Cheris watched as the laser danced on the ceiling. “You were a pyromaniac as a child?”
 
   “Every boy is a pyromaniac. I liked the poem because it was about stargazing in the autumn with the turning leaves and cool air.”
 
   Cheris sighed as she pictured Geoff as a little boy, fanciful and intelligent. “I thought you were the practical one.”
 
   Geoff chuckled. “Yes. I’ve been getting that a lot lately. Janie’s the reckless one, and I’m the practical one, at least I was until Friday night.”
 
   Cheris sighed as she watched the stars march along the artificial sky. “This would be a neat place to watch a movie.”
 
   “You’ve had your break from the silver screen then?”
 
   “Do they show movies in here?”
 
   “It’s possible. Got any requests?”
 
   Cheris pursed her lips as she pondered his question. In a planetarium it ought to be Science Fiction. But which movie? 2001 or Star Wars. They were no brainers, but her favorite was Gensa’s Genesis, hence her own costume from the movie. It was too cheesy to admit it though.
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Yes, you do.”
 
   Cheris swiveled her head and found Geoff had sat up and was watching her. She leaned on her hip and rested her head on her elbow. Tracing her finger along the pattern of the carpet, she studied him before choosing her words.
 
   “‘Don’t test me. I didn’t get here by playing games.’” At this point General Gensa had aimed her laser at Randeau Kilgan’s crotch. Nonplused, he’d smirked at her and said—
 
   “‘No one’s questioning your authority, General. But even you need time away from the bridge,’” Geoff quoted and peered at the remote in his hand. “Gensa’s Genesis, it is. Let’s see if I can get it for you.”
 
   The room lightened faintly, and Geoff jumped to his feet. Cheris strained her neck as she watched him walk toward the projector and disappear behind the wall surrounding it. The white noise of the projector ceased, and she heard a few bumps and rapid typing on a keyboard.
 
   The whirring began again, and Geoff entered the auditorium and settled himself on the floor. Aiming the remote skyward, he pushed a button, and the darkness resumed as the opening credits for Gensa’s Genesis began.

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   I had considered how the things that never happen, are often as much realities to us, in their effects, as those that are accomplished.
 
   —David Copperfield by Charles Dickens
 
    
 
   “What are you doing here?” Bill Connors bellowed as he glared at her over the partition which separated her work space from the rest of the office.
 
   Cheris looked up from her computer monitor and blinked uncomprehendingly at him. “I’m working.”
 
   “Oh, no you’re not.” Bill shook his head. “Milt is going to kill me if he thinks I’ve got you working on your honeymoon.”
 
   “My what?” Cheris stared at Bill as heads popped up from surrounding cubicles.
 
   Bill strode to her desk, pushed a couple of buttons on her computer, then turned it off. He picked up her purse and handed it to her. “Your honeymoon. Milt said to give you two weeks off.”
 
   “No, Bill. I’m staying.” Cheris turned back to her screen.
 
   Pushing her chair back, he shoved her shoes she had shed toward her with his big loafer. “Out. Out. Out.” He motioned for her to leave.
 
   Cheris picked up her shoes and shouldered her purse. “But I need to work.”
 
   “Not here you don’t. Not when Milton Stewart says you’re on your honeymoon.” He escorted her to the door.
 
   “We’re not taking a honeymoon.”
 
   “Not my problem.”
 
   He nudged her out the door and shut it as Cheris, in bared feet, stood on the front sidewalk in disbelief.
 
   You’ve got to be kidding me.
 
   The head of Net Enterprises gave her a mandatory vacation for her honeymoon? Some honeymoon. After they had watched the movie last night, Geoff had taken her home and promptly left. He hadn’t come inside for coffee at her invitation. He hadn’t kissed her. Not even a hug.
 
   Cheris slipped on her shoes and decided to walk the few blocks to Janie’s downtown studio, a converted store front on Main Street. As she walked in front of the building, she saw Janie through the large plate glass window. She knocked on the glass, and Janie waved her inside. The front room stretched the length of the space, its walls a soft marbled gray with art for sale hanging upon it. Paintings in various unfinished states rested on several easels throughout the room. The back had an office, a smaller studio for when Janie used models, a small kitchen, and a bathroom.
 
   Cheris opened the door and walked across the spotless wood floor to where Janie stood in front of a framed canvas.
 
   Janie smiled a greeting at her friend. “Hey, Sister. What’s up?”
 
   “I’ve been barred from work,” Cheris groused.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m on my honeymoon, apparently.” Cheris stood next to her and studied the painting with its pastel colors and gentle rolling waves. Cheris knew better than to ask what it was, as Janie’s standard answer was always, not finished yet.
 
   “Hmm. Does Geoff know? Where is he anyway?”
 
   “Am I your brother’s keeper? How should I know?”
 
   Janie arched an eyebrow, her smile widening.
 
   “What am I supposed to do for two weeks?”
 
   “How about what you did on your wedding night without the cake and punch? That way you’d remember it at least.”
 
   “Nothing’s changed, Janie.”
 
   “The big ol’ hickey on your neck from your little bathroom excursion yesterday tells me differently.”
 
   Cheris slapped her hand to her neck. She’d covered the mark with make-up this morning, but it must have worn off.
 
   “Hey, guess who called me this morning?” Janie said, changing the subject. Cheris shrugged her shoulders, careful to keep her hand on her neck. “Your priestess. She asked me to come to the church and give an estimate on painting a mural for the nursery.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. Something Biblical.”
 
   “Like Noah’s ark?”
 
   Janie snorted. “I’ll only paint Noah’s ark if I can put a few unrepentant souls drowning in the deluge of water.”
 
   “Ick, Janie. How morbid.”
 
   “What do you think that story’s about? God said, ‘I will wipe humanity from the face of the earth for I’m sorry I ever made them’. It’s a terrible thing to put on a nursery wall.”
 
   “Oh, I’m going to faint. Janie Arrowood is quoting Scripture.”
 
   “Smart ass. Hand me that towel over there,” Janie said indicating a paint-stained towel draped over a wooden backed chair. When Cheris handed it to her, she wiped her hands and stood up. “I would invite you to lunch, but it’s barely ten o’clock. Guess we could get some coffee and a doughnut from the Jolly Pirate.”
 
   Janie’s cell phone rang from the back office, and she strode across the room to retrieve it. When she returned, she had the phone pressed to her ear but her gaze was on Cheris.
 
   “Hi, Mom….Not since lunch yesterday. Why?...Geoff spent the night at the house last night?....What time?...Maybe he just came over there to get some sleep because she won’t leave him alone.” Janie laughed as she winked at Cheris who had blanched. “No. Don’t wake him up….Don’t, Mom.…No, I’m not giving you Cheris’ phone number….When are you and Dad going to Savannah?....Well, in the mean time leave them alone….Try.” An expression of irritation crossed her face. “I’m hanging up now….’Bye, Mom.” Janie pressed the screen on her phone and shook her head. “My idiot brother crashed in his old bedroom some time after Mom and Dad went to bed last night.”
 
   “I thought maybe he’d have to go back down to work in Georgia.”
 
   “This is his Spring Break. He’s got the whole week off.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You and Geoff better come up with a plan to get that woman off your back. Otherwise, she’s going to bug the hell out of you until they leave on Wednesday.” Janie left the room and came back in a moment later with her canvas bag over her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s get over to the Jolly Pirate before the PoPos take up all the stools at the counter.
 
   ****
 
   Cheris lay among the golden wheat in a field gazing at Geoff where he stood at its edge. She wore the same clothes she had on the night of the gala, the white skirt and turquoise shirt, her legs and feet bare, her hair loose and spilling out on the ground around her face.
 
   “Geoff,” she whispered. “Geoffrey.” She raised a hand, crooking her finger for him to come to her.
 
   The aroma of fried bacon and biscuits wafted in the air. Geoff cast an irritated glance behind him. He didn’t want to smell breakfast; he wanted to smell earth, wheat, outdoors, and Cheris.
 
   “Geoff?” Cheris’ voice didn’t sound like Cheris. It sounded more like…
 
   “Geoff, honey. Wake up. It’s ten-thirty. How late are you going to sleep?”
 
   His mother.
 
   Geoff opened bleary eyes to find the gauzy image of Monnie Arrowood standing inside his bedroom door holding something—a tray perhaps?
 
   He shut his lids willing the dream back, wanting to recall the image of Cheris supine before him.
 
   “Geoff.”
 
   Dishes rattled and weight settled next to him.
 
   He sighed and gave up on getting back the vision. With resignation, his eyelids lifted, and he groped the nightstand for his glasses. When he placed them on his nose, his mother’s determined face met his gaze.
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   He sat up careful not to knock over the tray she had set next to him on the bed.
 
   “Aunt Nancy left Sunday morning. I thought I could have my room back.” He picked up the coffee cup and sipped.
 
   “Why aren’t you at Cheris’?”
 
   Geoff didn’t answer. He placed the tray on his lap. If he was going to get the third degree, he might as well enjoy his mom’s excuse for coming in here.
 
   “Geoffrey Watkins Arrowood.”
 
   Oh, man. When she spouted the middle name, she meant business.
 
   “Shouldn’t you be at your wife’s house, sleeping late in her bed?”
 
   “I’m not welcome here?” He broke the biscuit in two and shoved three pieces of bacon in the halves before stuffing it in his mouth.
 
   “What is going on with you two?” Monnie’s expression moved from concern to anger back to concern.
 
   “Nothing,” he said as he chewed.
 
   “Don’t you give me ‘nothing.’”
 
   “Do you really expect me to disclose the private details of the relationship with my wife to you?”
 
   “You’re not too old for me to put you over my knee, young man.”
 
   “Yes, I am.” He shoved the tray aside and bounded out of the bed. He grabbed his pants from the floor he’d shed last night and put them on. Coming here had been a mistake. He’d have to go back to the hotel. Or sleep in his car. Anything was better than this.
 
   “Geoff, if you tell me what the problem is, maybe I can help.”
 
   His shirt lay on the top of the bureau. “No problems, Mom. We’re fine.”
 
   “Then what are you doing here?”
 
   He stuck his arms in the sleeves and pulled the material across his chest. “Sleeping.”
 
   “Won’t she let you get any sleep at her house?”
 
   Geoff risked a glance at the woman and saw her embarrassment. He suppressed a chuckle. His mom thought Cheris was insatiable.
 
   Would he ever find out?
 
   “We’re cool, Mom. Stop worrying.” He grabbed the second biscuit from the plate with one hand and his shoes with the other before striding across the room to the door. Where he went from here he wasn’t sure. Maybe the college. Barbara Adkins, the department head, had shown him a vacant office. Usually adjuncts didn’t get offices, but since he was going to be in charge of the planetarium, they’d found him one.
 
   Mom followed him to the landing and down the stairs.
 
   “Son, your father and I…”
 
   Geoff tuned her out. From past experience he knew anything after your father and I was going to be a lecture, and he wasn’t in the mood to hear it.
 
   Last night he’d been as good as gold, the perfect gentleman. He’d taken Cheris out, fed her, listened and talked to her, taken her to the planetarium, and brought her home before eleven. He’d walked her to the porch, watched her unlock her door, and wished her a good night. Then he’d gone up to Coleman Hill with his telescope for some stargazing until nearly four. After he’d driven to Mom and Dad’s and settled in his childhood bed, he’d watched the sun rise through the window until sleep had finally claimed him.
 
   He was in love with Cheris.
 
   Forgetting his socks, he paused at the bottom of the stairs and shoved his feet in his shoes.
 
   “…and this is supposed to be your honeymoon anyway, isn’t it? Even if you’re not taking an official one. How can you bear to be away from her when you could be…well…making love?”
 
   Yep. Definitely time to leave.
 
   “See you, Mom.” He made a sharp turn around the banister and headed to the door leading to the back carport.
 
   “Don’t leave now,” Monnie protested.
 
   Geoff didn’t look back at her. “You just told me I should be with Cheris. Now you want me to stay?”
 
   “Well, Geoff, really. I shouldn’t have to tell you to go make love to her. Should I?”
 
   The door loomed in front of him. Geoff grabbed the handle and pulled. He opened it wide enough to slip through then closed it quickly behind him. Jumping the three stairs to the concrete pad housing his mom’s car, he sprinted past it to his vehicle.
 
   The door swung open. “Can you all come for dinner?” she called.
 
   Geoff didn’t answer. His suitcase was still up in his room. No way in hell he was going back for it now. He’d have to see if Janie would retrieve it for him. He wasn’t stepping back in the house to get more marital advice from Tsunami Monnie.
 
   In his SUV, he jammed the key in the ignition and shifted gears reversing until the drive met the large paved circle in front of the house. He shifted gears again, turned the wheel, and headed to Janie’s studio.
 
   He’d determined Cheris needed space to process being married, and he was willing to give her some. But he also wanted to be with her, watch her eyes light up with humor or irritation, quote another movie to him, learn her ways—the bad and the good.
 
   He couldn’t very well make her fall in love with him if he wasn’t with her. And he only had this week. Next week he’d be back in Georgia teaching.
 
   With her working, that didn’t give him much time.
 
   Was this connection he felt to her about Janie’s painting? Had he admired it so many times on his wall that when he had realized she was a flesh and blood person he’d somehow transferred his love of the picture to a woman who resembled it?
 
   It was stupid.
 
   It wasn’t like him to be stupid.
 
   Or reckless. Or irrational. Spontaneous.
 
   And the biggest surprise of all of this is he knew how crazy it was, and he didn’t care. He knew every single reason why marrying Cheris was the dumbest stunt he’d ever pull in his lifetime, and he jumped in with both feet anyway loving it every minute. Loving her every minute.
 
   He grinned.
 
   Stupid-in-love idiot.
 
   ****
 
   Janie looked at the screen of her phone. “Hmm.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Geoff just texted me and asked if I’d go by the house and pick up his suitcase.” Her fingers flew over the keys. It chimed, and she waited for the answering tone.
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   “I asked whether he was kicked out, or did he leave voluntarily.” She laughed when she read his next message. “Escaped and now homeless, he says.”
 
   “Can he stay with you?”
 
   “He won’t. Not if he thinks Bobby is there.” She pressed a few keys on her phone and stuck it back in her purse.
 
   “He and Bobby don’t get along?”
 
   Janie lowered her face and didn’t answer immediately. “The night of the gala I asked Geoff if he’d go pick up Aunt Nancy and bring her. She’d called me and asked to come, and she wasn’t sure where it was. When he came back, he and Bobby got into it.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “I don’t know. They didn’t fight or anything, but I got the feeling if I hadn’t walked in, they would have. You were there. You don’t remember any of it?”
 
   Cheris sighed and shook her head. “If I didn’t have so many blank spaces of that night, I think I’d feel better about the whole thing. You haven’t asked either of them about it?”
 
   “Bobby says Geoff was being overprotective, and Geoff said Bobby is a jerk, and I’m better off without him. As if I hadn’t heard that before.”
 
   “You could do better, don’t you think?”
 
   Janie fiddled with her straw. “You know, Cheris, Bobby’s never asked me to be anybody but who I am. I like that about him.”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “You think he’s the only guy who could love you for you? He’s not.”
 
   “I’ve played the field. The Arrowood name comes with a lot of expectations especially from boys on this side of the train tracks.”
 
   Cheris looked at her friend appealingly. “But, Janie. Bobby is…” she shivered involuntarily. “He’s not just on the other side of the train tracks. He’s the hobo who jumps the train and steals your mom’s silver.”
 
   Janie sighed. “Look. I’ve got to go over to the church and give your priestess an estimate for that nursery mural. Want to go with me?”
 
   ****
 
   Janie and Cheris stood in the nursery talking to Kelly about her vision for a new wall in the room when a thirtyish man in a suit walked in the door.
 
   “David.” Kelly smiled as she hugged him. “How are you?” Stepping back, she introduced him as a friend of hers from seminary who had recently taken the pastorate in Clarksdale, a town about half an hour from Cullsbaeir.
 
   “We’ve asked Janie to give us an estimate for creating a mural on this wall, but the actual picture is up for debate.”
 
   “I suggested Noah’s ark, but Janie says she’ll only paint it if she can put some drowning people in the water,” Cheris informed the newcomer.
 
   “People do tend to overlook the judgment part of that story. They want to treat it like a children’s fairy tale with the animals entering a quaint little ark two by two,” David commented.
 
   Janie shot Cheris a triumphant look. “So there.”
 
   “Can’t you at least paint a rainbow? Rainbows are brightly colored. The babies will like that.”
 
   “What about a creation scene with all the animals and plants and water?” Kelly suggested.
 
   “Could I paint a serpent waiting on the sidelines looking for its chance to pull some shit?”
 
   “Janie!” Cheris exclaimed.
 
   David rubbed his hand over his chin in thought as he studied Janie. “You know, some people say the serpent had legs until God cursed it. Wonder what your serpent would look like before the Fall?”
 
   Janie returned his stare but said nothing, one of the few times Cheris had known the woman not to have a witty comeback.
 
   From down the hall the telephone rang and Kelly excused herself. Janie followed her out and brought a metal folding chair back in the room.
 
   “What are you doing with that?” Cheris asked.
 
   “I need to measure the height of the wall.” She unfolded the chair and set it against the wall.
 
   “I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” David commented.
 
   “It’s a better idea than standing on the rocking chair.” Janie climbed onto it and unhooked a metal tape measure from the waistband of her jeans. She extended the tape and stretched as she attempted to lay it upward to the ceiling.
 
   David stepped next to the chair. “Why don’t you let me do that? I’m taller.”
 
   Janie paused in her work long enough to size up the man below her. Cheris waited for Janie to tell him to go to hell.
 
   Instead she returned to her task. “I’m capable.” But the tape wouldn’t cooperate. Janie stood on tiptoe trying to coax the measuring device to straighten. With too much of her weight near the back of the chair, it began to fold up. Janie lost her balance and started to jump off, but the seat caught her foot and she fell instead. David caught her and lowered her to the floor.
 
   “Janie, are you okay?” Cheris gasped.
 
   “Yeah, sure.” Janie stepped away from David. “Fine.” She glanced at him. “Thanks.”
 
   “Never had a woman fall for me before.” He grinned. “How about I find a stepladder?” He said as he walked out of the room.
 
   “Wow. That was a close call. Good thing he was there to catch you.”
 
   “Uh-huh.” Janie folded up the chair and set it out of the way then stood and stared at the wall with her arms crossed in front of her.
 
   Cheris waited for a quip from Janie, some clever remark and a chuckle, but none came.
 
   “You sure you’re okay? You’re acting as if something’s wrong.”
 
   “Please drop it, Cheris,” Janie’s voice quivered.
 
   “You’re hurt. Where?” Cheris walked to her friend, but Janie shook her head.
 
   “Don’t. Let’s just do this and get it over with.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   David came in with a ladder and set it next to the wall. “This where you want it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He straightened the prongs and gestured to the ladder. “May I?”
 
   Janie shrugged. “Knock yourself out.”
 
   He took off his suit jacket and carefully laid it on one of the baby beds. Cheris noted the breadth of shoulders and trim waist under the crisp white shirt.
 
   Nice.
 
   David held his hand out for the measure, and Janie dropped it on his palm. Climbing the ladder he touched the tape to the ceiling with little effort. Grinning down at Janie, he passed the metal holder to her as the tape stretched to the floor.
 
   “I used to do this kind of thing a while back, weekends helping my dad who is a carpenter.”
 
   “Was that before or after you married?” Cheris asked.
 
   Janie’s head whipped toward her.
 
   David shook his head. “I’ve never been married.” He descended the ladder. Then to Janie, “What else? This wall to that one?”
 
   She nodded, handed him the end of the tape, and they walked to opposite ends of the room.
 
   “It’s like a dance,” Cheris declared as she watched both of them crouch to the floor in sync.
 
   “I wish you’d keep your trap shut,” Janie snapped. She uncapped a pen with her mouth and wrote numbers on the back of her hand. “I can live without the commentary.” They both stood and the tape rapidly disappeared back in its holder.
 
   “I think you missed a measurement,” David said. He plucked the pen from her hand, opened her palm and held it as he wrote on her skin before returning the pen to her. “If you will excuse me. I’ve got an appointment in Clarksdale.” He picked up his jacket and left without a backward glance.
 
   Voices in the hall signaled Kelly’s return as David said goodbye to her.
 
   “Sorry that took so long,” Kelly said once she was back in the nursery. “What do you think, Janie?”
 
   “I’ll come up with some renderings, figure out an estimate, and get back to you.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   Janie didn’t speak as they left the building. Still silent, she drove Cheris to her car behind Web Enterprises.
 
   “I’m sorry for whatever I did,” Cheris said.
 
   “It wasn’t you, okay? I’m in a mood, and I need to work it off.” Janie glared through the windshield and drummed her fingers on the steering wheel impatiently.
 
   “Probably the stress of being in a church after all these years. Too righteous, huh?”
 
   Janie opened her hand and narrowed her eyes at the script David had written on her palm.
 
   “What did he write?”
 
   “My penance.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Out of my car. Now.”
 
   Cheris stepped out of the car a second before Janie gunned the engine and shot out of the parking lot, the door still open on the passenger side. When she squealed onto the street, the door shut with the momentum of the car as it turned.
 
   What was wrong with her?

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Build a house?” exclaimed John.
 
   “For the wendy,” said Curly.
 
   “For Wendy?” John said, aghast. “Why, she is only a girl!”
 
   “That,” explained Curly, “is why we are her servants.”
 
   —Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie
 
    
 
   Cheris’ steps slowed as she approached her apartment and saw Monnie Arrowood on the front porch.
 
   “Hello, Cheris dear.” She waved.
 
   “Hi.” Cheris walked by her and unlocked the door. “Please come in.”
 
   “I’m so sorry for dropping by like this.” The older woman turned in Cheris’ living room to face her. “I went by your work, and Annie told me you have two weeks off for your honeymoon.”
 
   Cheris grabbed her cell phone before placing her purse in its cubby near the door and walked toward the kitchen. “Have a seat, and I’ll fix us something to drink.”
 
   “Oh, I couldn’t possibly impose since you and Geoff are….Is Geoff here?”
 
   “No. No, he’s not.” She ducked into the kitchen, her eyes scanning Geoff’s number on the front of her refrigerator while she texted him.
 
   Ur mom at my apt. Lookn 4 u
 
   She sent it then set the phone on the counter while she pulled glasses out of the cabinet. She remembered from Sunday lunch that Monnie drank tea so she put some water on to boil and pulled bags out of her tea canister. Her phone dinged.
 
   Still there?
 
   Yes
 
   U need me
 
   Now there was an interesting question. Did she need Geoff? Was this just a friendly get to know you visit from Monnie? She texted back.
 
   DK
 
   His text came back within a minute.
 
   Keep me posted. On my way.
 
   Cheris sighed in relief. Yes. She did need him here. Janie had said their mother was overbearing, and Cheris had seen a hint of that on the stairs the night of the party. She had arranged them in the family pose and made the announcements while Chip had stood beside her and interjected a comment every now and then.
 
   Cheris poured water in a pot and placed it on the stove. Monnie appeared at the door.
 
   “Can I help you, dear?” As she spoke Monnie’s gaze traveled around the kitchen. Was she looking to see how clean it was? Deciding if Cheris kept a neat enough house to be married to her son?
 
   “I thought I’d make some iced tea.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yours was delicious the other day.”
 
   Monnie smiled. “I use mint leaves.”
 
   “Would you like something to eat?”
 
   “It is nearly lunch, isn’t it? Have you talked to Geoff today? Were you two planning to eat lunch together?”
 
   “Umm. We hadn’t made definite plans.” She filled the glasses with ice and placed them on a tray thankful to have something to do.
 
   “How long have you two been dating? We had no idea whatsoever Geoff was even seeing anyone.”
 
   “It was definitely what you call a whirlwind courtship.”
 
   “I suppose he came to Culsbaeir to see you without letting his father or me know.”
 
   “No. He didn’t.” Cheris turned to the stove. Boil, dammit! She commanded the water.
 
   “So, you would go and see him then?”
 
   Crouching down, she opened a cabinet door, hid behind it and sent a quick text to Geoff.
 
   HELP
 
   “We met at one of Janie’s exhibits. He swept me off my feet.” Cheris opened the refrigerator and pulled out a block of cheese. The woman was getting cheese and crackers, and that was it. No way was Cheris going to sit down with her for a full meal.
 
   “Chip and I were so worried he’d never meet anyone and fall in love.” Taking the box which Cheris had set on the counter top, Monnie opened it and began arranging the crackers on a plate. “I’m so pleased he’s found you right here in Culsbaeir.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’m sorry about the comment at the party about you and Geoff having a baby. I hope it wasn’t too awkward for you.”
 
   Cheris busied herself with the cheese. “It’s okay.”
 
   “Have you two talked about children?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But you do want children, don’t you?”
 
   “Eventually. Yes, I think so.”
 
   “You have plenty of time. Are you two getting along?”
 
   Her phone dinged, and she glanced at the screen.
 
   Ten minutes.
 
   “It’s Geoff. He’s on his way over.” Cheris’ fingers hit the tiny keys on her phone.
 
   Hurry.
 
   “So, is he staying here with you tonight? It seems odd that he wouldn’t. Don’t you think?”
 
   “We’re still…you know…trying to figure some things out.”
 
   “I was heartbroken when I saw that he’d spent the night with us last night. I can’t imagine spending the night apart after only two nights of marriage.”
 
   “I wondered where he went.” That much was true. After he walked her to her apartment, he’d said ‘Goodnight’ and left.
 
   “Was it a fight?”
 
   “Not exactly.”
 
   “What then?”
 
   “I’m not really sure how to answer that, Monnie.”
 
   “If you two are having problems, you can talk to me. Maybe I can help.”
 
   Cheris didn’t answer. She set the slices of cheese aside, and grabbed tea bags. Boiling or not, the bags were going in the water.
 
   “I think I do know what this is about.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes. You know Geoff went off to college at fifteen. He never dated girls in high school. He was too busy studying. As far as I know, he didn’t date at college either. I mean, how could he being three years younger than everyone else? Then he went on to get his Masters and Doctorate. And in all that time, he never talked about a girl.”
 
   “Are you telling me you think Geoff’s—”
 
   “Not had much experience with women so if he seems to…fumble a bit, I’m sure if you are patient with him and show him what to do, he’ll learn. He’s always been a very eager student.”
 
   Cheris bumped the glass with the pot nearly knocking it over. Oh, dear Lord, when was Geoff getting here? If he didn’t hurry, she was going to lock herself in the bathroom.
 
   Truth or dare?
 
   “Geoff again. I think he misses me.”
 
   “You go ahead and text him back. I’ll finish the tea.”
 
   Ur mom’s giving me the truth. Thinks ur a virgin
 
   Dare then
 
   We got in trouble w/ that already
 
   Double dog
 
   Quit txting n get here b4 she suggests positions I teach u
 
   Cheris smiled as she lay the phone on the counter.
 
   “Did you all work things out then?” Monnie said as she handed Cheris her glass of tea.
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   “Chip said he heard you say you two will never live together. Why is that?”
 
   Sweat trickled down Cheris’ face. Why was it so hot in here? She glanced at the stove to make sure she had turned off the eye. Think. Think. Cheris raised her glass and sipped. Her stomach roiled in protest. She chose her words carefully. “Geoff and I didn’t really plan on getting married so quickly.”
 
   “But of course, you’ll want to set up house now. I’d like to have a party for you two. Sort of an after-the-fact wedding shower. We’re leaving on our trip tomorrow, but I think I can pull something together rather quickly. Say in two weeks?”
 
   Cheris stared at the woman who waited for her answer. Nausea slammed Cheris, and she clutched her stomach.
 
   “I have to go to the bathroom.” She skirted past the woman. “Will you excuse me?”
 
   “Of course, dear.”
 
   ****
 
   Someone knocked on the door. Cheris, who sat on the side of the tub with a cloth pressed to her forehead, debated answering. She hadn’t thrown up, but she sure had felt like she was going to.
 
   What was wrong with her?
 
   “Cheris?” Geoff spoke through the door. “Sweetheart, it’s me.”
 
   She jumped up, disengaged the lock, and pulled the door open. Geoff stood there, an amused expression on his face. He leaned into her.
 
   “Is this avoiding Monnie, or are you sick?”
 
   Cheris shrugged.
 
   “Would you like for us to tell her the truth?”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “I don’t think it would help. She’d be more determined to fix it. Maybe we should go for the dare.”
 
   “Got anything in mind?”
 
   “You could kiss me and act like you know what you’re doing.”
 
   Geoff grinned. “I like it.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Hovering.” He glanced over his shoulder. “Back there somewhere.”
 
   Cheris inhaled a steadying breath.
 
   Bold. Be bold. She adopted a Bette Davis swagger. “Fasten your seatbelts. It is going to be a bumpy ride.” Pulling back the door, Cheris launched herself in Geoff’s arms aiming for his mouth.
 
   Bull’s Eye.
 
   Geoff stumbled back against the wall with the force of her embrace, his hands steadying her hard against his body, his lips meeting hers with confidence.
 
   He hummed appreciatively, and Cheris decided he must be really enjoying this dare. He’d probably enjoyed the others, too. Not that Cheris could remember. But this was nice.
 
   She clutched his head to her and arched her neck as he nibbled on her skin there causing tremors to shoot all the way down to her toes. When she couldn’t stand it anymore, she dipped her face and knocked his glasses askew.
 
   “Sorry,” she whispered as he whipped them off his face, then his arms were around her again. Cheris melded her mouth to his, savoring his taste, learning the raspy texture of his unshaven face as it scraped across hers, the feel of his hair beneath her fingertips.
 
   He pressed another kiss on her lips then drew back as if waiting.
 
   “What are you…” doing not kissing me? Cheris finished the sentence in her mind when he shook his head at her, his eyes blinked. Once. Twice.
 
   “She’s gone.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Monnie. Your front door just opened and shut.”
 
   “Oh.” Right. The reason they were kissing in the first place. To get rid of her and her plans to have an after-the-fact wedding shower, her helpful advice.
 
   Clearing his throat, Geoff stepped away from her.
 
   Cheris wrapped her arms around herself. She missed the heat of his body. “I’m sorry if I took your virginity.”
 
   He grinned and stooped to pick up his glasses. Placing them on his nose and adjusting them, he replied, “You didn’t.”
 
   “Yeah. I didn’t think you kissed like a virgin. Not like I’m an expert or anything, but it seems if you’ve never done it before—kissing, I mean—you wouldn’t be that good at it.”
 
   Turning, he walked into her living room. “Was that a compliment?”
 
   Cheris followed as she considered his question and how she wanted to answer it.
 
   He was only the best kisser she’d ever locked lips with.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Standing in the middle of the room, Geoff’s expression warmed at her answer. “Want to go get something to eat? You haven’t had lunch yet, have you?”
 
   Cheris snapped her fingers as she remembered the cheese and crackers she had set out for her and Monnie. “I’m not that hungry. I just came from eating doughnuts with Janie, and I fixed a snack tray for your mom.” Cheris walked into the kitchen and picked it up. “Do you want some?”
 
   “No. Come out with me. We’ll go to Lilly Belle’s, and you can sip on raspberry tea while I eat. Then I’ll take you back to work.”
 
   Cheris poured the crackers back in the box and wrapped up the cheese. “I can’t go to work. They’ve given me a mandatory vacation for two weeks.”
 
   “Work furlough?”
 
   “Honeymoon.”
 
   Geoff didn’t reply, and Cheris finished her task before joining him in the living room where he stood. When he saw her enter, he headed to the door.
 
   “Ready?”
 
   “I can fix you something to eat.”
 
   Geoff shook his head. “No, let’s go out.”
 
   “We’re supposed to be honeymooning. If people see us out, they’ll know we’re not.”
 
   Geoff sighed. “Why do you care what they think?”
 
   Cheris shrugged.
 
   “I’m positive people on their honeymoon eat, so let’s go out to a restaurant. If we see anyone we know, you can jump me again, okay?” Geoff pulled the door open and walked out without another word.
 
   Cheris grinned as she grabbed her purse and followed him. Putting on a show for the Cullsbaeir public would be a great excuse to kiss him again.
 
   ****
 
   Sitting across from Geoff at Lilly Belle’s tea room, Cheris sipped from a tall crystal glass while he waited on the blue plate special.
 
   When the waitress set it before him, Geoff took his fork and meticulously separated the carrots, beans, macaroni and cheese, and chicken from each other. “Are most of your neighbors college students?”
 
   Cheris wrinkled her nose at his actions. “Some, I guess. What are you doing?”
 
   “I don’t like my food touching on the plate. Aren’t they bothersome to you?”
 
   “I don’t care if my food gets mixed up. It’s going to the same place anyhow.”
 
   “Not your food. Your neighbors. Every time I’ve been to your apartment I can hear their music. Grunge. Typical college sounds.” Geoff dipped into the macaroni and ate it.
 
   “How come you don’t mind cheese and macaroni together?”
 
   Geoff smiled. “Cheese is okay on most everything.”
 
   “What about vegetable soup?”
 
   “No. I don’t eat cheese on vegetable soup.”
 
   “I mean do you like vegetable soup? Everything’s touching in soup.”
 
   “Not a big fan. What about your neighbors?”
 
   Cheris crooked her head and purposely misunderstood him. “I don’t know if they like soup or not.”
 
   Geoff smiled. Finishing up the macaroni, he began on the green beans. “They are likely unable to hear you if you asked them. Does the noise keep you up at night?”
 
   “I guess I’m used to it.”
 
   “Have you ever thought of getting a house?”
 
   “I have a dream house in town, but it’s not in my budget. Do you always eat your meal one food at a time?”
 
   “Generally.” Geoff ate another bite of the beans. “It’s not in your budget. Does that mean it’s for sale?”
 
   “Last time I drove by it still had a sign out front. I doubt it’s sold with the price tag they have on it and the market being what it is.”
 
   “What part of town?”
 
   “The east side not too far from Janie.”
 
   “What makes it your dream house?”
 
   Dropping her gaze, Cheris picked up her glass and drank. Why had she told him she had a dream house? “Do you dislike all soup, or just vegetable?”
 
   “I like tomato, potato, French onion, and chowder.”
 
   “What about chili?”
 
   Geoff shook his head. “It’s not technically a soup.”
 
   “Neither is chowder.”
 
   “Is it the color?”
 
   “Color isn’t what makes it chowder. It’s the thickness of it.”
 
   “I’m not talking about chowder. I’m wondering if the color is what made the house your dream?”
 
   Oh.
 
   “The architecture of the house? What is it? Ranch style? Tudor?” Geoff persisted.
 
   “Brick. What kind of house do you live in?” Cheris asked hoping to get the topic away from her.
 
   Geoff speared a carrot and brought it to his mouth and chewed before answering her. “It’s a one story cookie cutter house with a double garage. Why don’t you want to tell me?”
 
   “It’s stupid.”
 
   “No, it isn’t.”
 
   She shot him a disdainful look. “How do you know? I haven’t told you yet.”
 
   “I’ll tell you why I’m a food freak if you’ll tell me what makes this house your dream.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “When I was twelve years old, I started high school. My first day there, four sophomores cornered me in the cafeteria, held me down, and made me eat cole slaw mixed with tapioca pudding, chicken and dumplings, mustard, and blue cheese dressing.”
 
   Cheris shuttered. “That must have been awful.”
 
   Geoff shrugged nonchalantly. “Nah. I vomited all over them so they got it lots worse than I did. I was good at projectile spewing apparently. But after that, I didn’t like any type of food mixed together.”
 
   “I…I grew up in a little apartment over a restaurant. The only yard there was a parking lot.” Cheris felt her face heat up at the admission. She’d never told anyone this before, not even her best friend Janie. “I always wished I had a yard to play in with a tree and a swing hanging from one of its branches.”
 
   When Geoff didn’t reply, Cheris looked up to see him watching her.
 
   “I told you it was stupid.”
 
   Geoff placed his napkin next to his plate. He stood without breaking eye contact. “Let’s go see it.”
 
   “What?” Cheris stood as well.
 
   “The yard. The tree. The house. Does it already have the swing, or do you just imagine it there?”
 
   “‘Do you know what imagination is?’” She quipped.
 
   He pulled a twenty out of his wallet and laid it on the table then motioned for her to precede him. When they exited the building, he spoke.
 
   “‘Oh, sure. It’s when you see things, and they’re not really there.’”
 
   Chill bumps rose on Cheris’ skin. In her anxiety, she’d reverted to an old movie dialogue, and he was following right along. “‘That seeing can be the cause of other things, too.’”
 
   At his SUV, he escorted her into her seat before walking around the vehicle and settling on the driver’s side. He started up the car and he continued the conversation from the classic movie. “‘To me imagination all by itself is a place. A separate country. Perhaps you’ve heard of the nation of the French. Even the British nation. But I like the Imagine Nation—’”
 
   “Stop it.”
 
   “But I’m coming to the best line.”
 
   “You’re not Santa Claus, and I am too old to play pretend,” Cheris snapped.
 
   Geoff turned onto the road and headed toward Janie’s. “If you don’t want me to play the movie quote game, then you need to pick more obscure movies. Everybody’s seen Miracle on 34th Street. Now, where’s the house with the yard?”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “Don’t humor me. I hate that.”
 
   “I’m not humoring you. I’d just like to know if the tree has a swing.”
 
   “Yes, it has a swing, and, no, I don’t want to go by and see it. I’m sorry I told you. It’s just a silly notion I had one day when I was feeling sorry for myself.”
 
   “Because of where you grew up?”
 
   Cheris didn’t answer.
 
   “Tell me about your parents.”
 
   Cheris snorted. “I don’t like to talk about…that. Believe me. If you knew what I came from, you’d be more than happy to divorce me in case my bad genes might infect the decency of your family.”
 
   “Cheris.” Geoff shook his head. “You bring a refinement to my family which compliments all of us.”
 
   “I’m just really good at faking it. You remember that. You’re married to a fake and a phony.”
 
   “I think my sister is a pretty good judge of character.”
 
   “You’ve met Bobby, right?”
 
   Geoff’s mouth tightened, and he glared out the windshield.
 
   Cheris watched him closely. “You don’t like Bobby, do you?”
 
   A pulse beat at his jaw. “Do you?”
 
   “No.” Cheris shuttered. “He creeps me out even more so since the Gala.”
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “I…I’m not sure. I think I remember him being there.”
 
   “What do you remember?”
 
   “An image, really. He…” Cheris shivered. “I don’t know.”
 
   Geoff turned into the entrance of Central Park, one of the jewels of Culsbaier. He pulled into a parking space and cut the engine.
 
   Cheris peered out the window. “What are we doing here?”
 
   “Going for a walk.” Geoff pulled the keys from the ignition and leaned back in the seat. “If you want to, or we could neck in the car giving credence to our newly married status.”
 
   His expression gave nothing away, as if either choice seemed perfectly reasonable. Her stomach fluttered in anticipation. Oh, yes. That kiss back at her apartment had been… Cheris pulled the door handle and stepped onto the graveled ground.
 
   Dangerous. That’s what it had been.
 
   Walking in the park was much safer.
 
   ****
 
   “Geoff? It’s Janie.”
 
   Geoff yawned as he held his phone to his ear. “What do you want?”
 
   “I just got a call from Mom at the airport. What the hell is your problem? You know how she is. Why would you go over there to sleep again knowing how she reacted yesterday?”
 
   Grabbing his glasses he put them on then looked at the clock on the bedstead.
 
   8:20
 
   He’d kept the same routine as the previous night—Cheris’ apartment until eleven, observatory until four a.m., then falling asleep at Mom and Dad’s around five, and awoken by well-meaning female member of the family too soon afterward. He liked the routine until the last part.
 
   “I thought Cheris and I had solved that problem.”
 
   “What? By making out in front of her? You just confuse the poor woman. She can’t understand why you won’t stay with Cheris.”
 
   “It’s none of Mom’s business anyway.”
 
   “She thinks you make it her business by sleeping in your old room. Why don’t you come over here and stay with me?”
 
   Geoff sat up and planted his feet on the floor. He’d hoped when Mom and Dad left for the airport this morning, he’d be able to sleep in. “I think you know the answer to that.”
 
   Bobby. Geoff had had enough of the maggot.
 
   “What happened at the gala between you and him that’s got you so pissed?”
 
   The image of Bobby pinning Cheris against the Black Beauty exhibit flashed in his mind. It had taken everything Geoff had not to charge over there and beat Bobby to a pulp for breaking his sister’s heart and going after the woman who Geoff wanted for himself.
 
   “He made a pass at my wife, thereby insulting my sister at the same time.” Cheris hadn’t been his wife in that moment, but that didn’t make him feel any less territorial. By then she belonged to him as much as Janie did.
 
   Janie didn’t reply.
 
   “Do you believe me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Want me to come over and help you throw his stuff on the street?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “You’re dumping him though, right?”
 
   Janie growled. “This is supposed to be about you keeping Cheris, not me dumping Bobby.”
 
   “I’m working on it, Sister, but there is some truth to absence making the heart grow fonder.”
 
   “Dude, you’re such a geek. You’re back in Georgia next week. Her heart isn’t going to grow anything if you don’t spend any time with her.”
 
   “I was with her nearly twelve hours yesterday.”
 
   “Were any of those hours in bed?” Janie asked.
 
   “Not your concern,” he answered.
 
   “Geoffrey, lust is a powerful persuader. Jeez, I can’t believe you’re a guy sometimes.”
 
   “Lust may motivate the man, but romance woos the woman.”
 
   “Not this woman. I’ll take lust over romance any day,” she declared.
 
   “You’re not Cheris. Changing the subject here, do you know the route Cheris takes when she comes to visit you?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She told me about a house she likes, but I can’t find it. She said it’s on the way to your apartment.”
 
   “Huh. She’s never told me about a house.” Janie clucked her tongue in thought. “I bet it’s on Mary Jane Road. She always takes that street when she’s driving me home. Bugs the crap out of me because it’s out of the way.”
 
   Geoff grinned. “I’ll check it out. Thanks, Sis.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   He had not yet learned that the only safe male rebuke to a scornful female is to stay away from her—especially if that is what she desires. However, he did not wish to rebuke her; simply and ardently he wished to dance the cotillion with her. Resentment was swallowed up in hope.
 
   —Penrod by Booth Tarkington
 
    
 
   “You’re not peeking, are you?”
 
   From behind her hands, Cheris rolled her eyes. “No, I’m not peeking, but I feel really stupid. Why can’t I see where we’re going?”
 
   “Because I want it to be a surprise.”
 
   The smooth motion of the car made it impossible for Cheris to guess where he was taking her for their one week anniversary. Not that Geoff had said anything about an anniversary, but when he’d picked her up this afternoon, the air around him had nearly crackled with excitement. He hadn’t told her where they were going for the second time in their short courtship. Then in the car, he’d suggested she put her hands over her eyes.
 
   “I told you before. I don’t really like surprises,” said Cheris referring to their trip to the planetarium.
 
   “But you enjoyed the star show, or am I mistaken?” The car stopped, and Geoff shut off the engine.
 
   “Yes, I did like it. Can I look now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Cheris lowered her hands and saw it through the windshield.
 
   Her dream house sat so pretty in her dream yard with her dream tree and hanging from it, of course, the dream swing.
 
   All there. All real.
 
   Cheris blinked at the brick structure with its recessed porch and low wrought iron gate. Long windows with real white painted shutters bookended the front.
 
   Cheris opened the door and slid out of the SUV and regarded the house as if it might vanish. She crossed her arms as she stood there for a moment before stepping onto the freshly mown grass.
 
   “Is it okay for us to be here?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Cheris walked toward the tree and sat on the swing. She held the chains and swayed with her toes against the packed dirt.
 
   “How did you figure out which one it was?”
 
   “A little investigating. Unfortunately, it’s no longer listed.”
 
   Cheris moved a shoulder in dismissal. “Still a nice dream house. Wonder who bought it?”
 
   “No one. The contract with the realtor ran out, and the owner didn’t relist it.”
 
   “It’s a shame for it to be empty.”
 
   “Real shame especially when you see the inside.”
 
   Cheris’ eyes widened at his statement. “Have you seen the inside?”
 
   Geoff held up a key between thumb and forefinger. “I have. Would you like to?”
 
   She shook her head in disbelief. “How did you get a key?”
 
   “My dad has a friend who’s a realtor so I called him. He pulled some strings.”
 
   “Wow.” Cheris stood, and side by side they approached the house. “It’s nice to have connections.”
 
   “Sure is.”
 
   Cheris opened the gate running her fingers along the smooth metal as she did so. The empty porch testified to the house’s vacancy.
 
   Sad.
 
   Geoff slid the key into the lock and turned it. With his hand on the knob, he looked at Cheris. “Ready?”
 
   Cheris bounced on her heals in anticipation. She nodded, resisting the urge to open the door herself.
 
   Geoff waited another second, then two, and pushed it open. She crossed the threshold and stopped in amazement.
 
   Oh. My. Gosh.
 
   There was a pool. An indoor pool.
 
   Cheris’ studied the lines of the large room lit mainly from the late afternoon sunlight through its glassed back wall. Spiral wrought iron stairs led to a walkway which connected the second story rooms to each other from opposite sides of the house. With their open space, both ends of the house reminded of Cheris of a miniature house without a back wall allowing some lucky girl to put her dolls in all the rooms.
 
   Her shoes clicked as she crossed the tiled floor to a patio table set for two, a picnic basket on the floor next to one of the chairs.
 
   “I can’t get over this.” Cheris glanced back at Geoff, but his warm gaze held hers. “Can you believe this?”
 
   “You begin to understand why the cost is so exorbitant.” He indicated the front wall, reminiscent of the front porch outside. “These are two houses connected by the pool room. Here’s one house.” He pointed to the open walls near the front door they had entered. “And that’s the other house.”
 
   “What about that end of the pool over there?” Downstairs was a bedroom and above it another bedroom visible through sliding glass doors.
 
   “That used to be the garage. It jutted out to the side. The one on the east side still has its garage on the front.”
 
   “Why in the world would someone leave this? It’s gorgeous.”
 
   “One house belonged to a woman, the other to her adult daughter. The woman died, and her daughter is divorced with children and grandchildren who live in Nevada and Florida respectively. I think she’s living close to the one with the most grandchildren.”
 
   Cheris stepped to the rail on the porch leading into the east house. “How many bedrooms total?”
 
   “Seven. Much too large for one person.” He followed her as they entered the door and walked through the unfurnished rooms until they passed through a door which must have been an exit before the addition. It led to the western side of the pool room with three bedrooms each with their own bathroom. From the back bedroom they walked on the catwalk over the pool and leaned on the railing overlooking the cavernous room.
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay for us to be here?” Cheris watched Geoff as he rested his elbows on the metal banister.
 
   “You don’t think I’d break in to your dream house just to impress you, do you?” His mouth crooked in a smile making Cheris wonder.
 
   She shrugged.
 
   “I wouldn’t. Larry Preston, my dad’s friend, he knows people.” Geoff made brackets in the air with his fingers. “He’d do anything for a friend, and if it eventually leads to a commission on a sold house, all the better.”
 
   Cheris’ mouth dropped open. “You aren’t thinking of buying this house, are you?”
 
   Geoff laughed and shook his head. “I don’t think so. My dream house has more bookshelves in it. Maybe a moat with an alligator or two to keep out the unsavory characters.”
 
   “Alligators in a moat?”
 
   “What? You like a tree swing, I like a reptile-fortified security system. We’re talking about ideal here.”
 
   The room was darker now as the sun dipped below the tree line in the back yard, and the lit sconces on the walls inside became more prominent.
 
   They strolled further along the walkway to the eastern side of the house. The bedroom they walked into was nearly as large as Cheris’ apartment. She could fit her car in the walk-in closet with room to spare. She cast one last longing glance at the sunken tub in the bathroom which could easily accommodate an alligator before they ventured down the stairs to the living room.
 
   Cheris sighed. “This really is a dream house.”
 
   “Would you want to live here?”
 
   “I don’t know. The size is overwhelming. It certainly doesn’t look this big from the outside.”
 
   Geoff nodded sitting on the oversized leather chair and propping his feet on the matching footrest.
 
   “Are you sure it’s okay for us to sit on the furniture?”
 
   “Sure. The furniture comes with it. Larry said she took what she wanted with her, but still left enough to furnish this side of the house.”
 
   Cheris sat on the matching couch and sank into the butter soft comfort of the cushions.
 
   Oh my. I need this couch.
 
   “Nice, huh?”
 
   Cheris ran her hand along the armrest. “Very nice.”
 
   Geoff didn’t reply, but the silence was comfortable. In their time together this week, there had been several quiet moments. If conversation happened, it wasn’t forced then, but another facet of the budding relationship.
 
   And it was feeling like a budding relationship.
 
   Geoff had tempered his time with her. If they spent a marathon of hours together one day, the next day he’d wait until the evening to see her. Each night he’d ask her plans for the next day, and if she had none, he’d suggest a place to visit, an idea to hang out at her apartment, or a plan for spending time together. Yesterday morning she’d been surfing web when she’d received an invitation to play an online game with him. They’d played nearly two hours before he’d called it quits via an IM and asked her out for dinner at the Riverfront Inn.
 
   “I’m going back to Georgia in the morning.”
 
   Disappointment ballooned at his words.
 
   “I’d rather not go, but classes start up again Monday, and I’ve got some things to do to get ready.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “Certainly you’re welcome to go with me, or come visit if you get bored during your…vacation.”
 
   Honeymoon, actually. Not that they’d done much honeymooning. They hadn’t kissed since she’d jumped him at her apartment for his mother’s sake.
 
   Hadn’t even touched.
 
   Well, except for when they had gone to see a Sci-Fi flick. They’d both reached for the popcorn, and her leg had brushed his a few times as they sat next to each other.
 
   Her cat Timmy had gotten more action even, settling on Geoff’s lap like they were best friends while Geoff scratched his neck and smoothed his thick white fur.
 
   Cheris would have shut the cat in the bathroom, but Geoff insisted he didn’t mind. Cheris had minded. She hated to admit she’d been jealous of Timmy as she watched Geoff’s fingers caress the animal.
 
   “Thanks. I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Are you hungry? I brought food.” Geoff tented his hands and waited for her answer.
 
   ****
 
   Lovely. She was so lovely.
 
   Cheris sat across the table from Geoff and twirled a lock of hair around her finger. She couldn’t have known how enticing the gesture was, how the copper of her hair reflected the flame from the tabletop candles, how the smell of chlorine from the pool elicited images of them swimming in it—bathing suits optional. In this moment, he’d mortgage his soul to give her this house if he could live with her here and share the gigantic bedroom upstairs for the next fifty or sixty years.
 
   The king sized bed had looked inviting though when Geoff had pulled the comforter back earlier today, it revealed a bare mattress.
 
   Not that he had plans for that bed.
 
   Well, not exactly.
 
   With so many sleepless nights this week, he’d about decided the bed—sheets or not—was looking good for actual sleep.
 
   He suppressed a yawn and took his glasses off to wipe his eyes.
 
   “Ready to go?” Cheris asked. “You look tired.”
 
   Geoff shook his head.
 
   She held out her hand. “Let me see your glasses.”
 
   He handed them to her, and her gauzy figure moved. “Oh, my. Your eyesight is not very good, is it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How well can you see me?”
 
   Uneasiness niggled at him. What was she doing? “Not very.”
 
   “How many fingers am I holding up?” She teased.
 
   “Give me my glasses, and I’ll tell you.” He held out his hand, but the glasses didn’t materialize. “Cheris.” He crooked his fingers.
 
   “Interesting,” she murmured. “Geoff Arrowood seems to be at a disadvantage.”
 
   “Come on.”
 
   “So, if I do this, you can’t even see me, can you?”
 
   He couldn’t be sure, but it looked as if she had put his glasses down the front of her shirt.
 
   So, should he go after them, or play dumb? “Are you teasing me?”
 
   “Perhaps.” Her suggestive tone left little doubt. He weighed his options. He could sit here on this side of the table conversing to her Monet image, or he could risk breaking his nose with a surprise attack.
 
   Geoff skirted the table, but by the time he had jumped to her chair, she had vacated it scrambling around the table giggling all the while. With a quick retrieval, she now held her arm up and over the pool.
 
   “Oh, dear. I hope I don’t drop them in the water.”
 
   “Now, this is the Cheris I remember from Friday night.”
 
   “Oh, really? Did I nearly lose your glasses then too?”
 
   “No, but you flirted…a lot. Can I have my glasses please?”
 
   “Not…” Cheris began when Geoff lunged. “Ah!” He caught her and pulled her toward him so that they wouldn’t end up in the water.
 
   His glasses weren’t as fortunate.
 
   He heard the simultaneous gasp of Cheris and the plop as they broke the surface of the water.
 
   Still.
 
   He now was shoulder to knee with Cheris, his hands spanning her back and waist. Was temporary blindness worth the price of having her in his arms?
 
   Oh, yeah.
 
   “Geoff, I’m sorry.” This close he could tell she was, too. Gone was the vixen who had shoved his glasses in her blouse. Had they gone into her bra, too? He hated to lose the scent of her skin to the chlorine.
 
   “Are you now?”
 
   “Oh, no. What are we going to do?” She attempted to pull away, but he held her for a few more seconds before releasing her.
 
   “I suppose I’ll retrieve them.”
 
   “No. I’ll go.”
 
   “You’ll go?”
 
   “Yeah. In the water.”
 
   Geoff shook his head wishing he could read her expression. As appealing as the offer was, he thought it ought to be a last resort. “I’m sure there’s a skimmer here somewhere. Let’s look for it.” Not as if he’d be much good at looking for anything right now.
 
   They began their search. After he stumbled twice, Cheris had grabbed Geoff’s hand and guided him throughout the house. They found nothing, but a closet in the enclosed greenhouse off the kitchen and a storage house in the backyard—both locked.
 
   Back in the pool room, Geoff squinted at the water.
 
   It was a lost cause.
 
   Of course he couldn’t see where his glasses were even with the underwater lights illuminating the bottom of the pool.
 
   “Can you see them?”
 
   “Well, sure. They’re at the deep end.”
 
   Of course, they were.
 
   Fishing his keys out of his pocket, he held them out to Cheris. “Would you go out to my car? There’s a blanket in the very back. If you’ll bring it in, I’d appreciate it.”
 
   If she wondered why he needed a blanket, she didn’t ask, only took the keys and left. As soon as she walked to the front door, he shed his clothes. No use in humiliating himself further by stripping in front of her. With any hope he’d be in the water by the time she got back—maybe even with glasses in hand. He’d grab the blanket and cover up before she decided he had any plans for molesting her. He’d excuse himself and get dressed in one of the seven bathrooms.
 
   Problem solved.
 
   When he’d taken everything off but his skivvies, he dove straight to the bottom of the ten foot pool and felt around with his hands. When his lungs burned, he surfaced and took a deep breath.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cheris astonished voice greeted him.
 
   “Getting my glasses.”
 
   “Well, you’re nowhere close. They’re in the middle right there.”
 
   Geoff wiped the water off his face and peered up at her. “In the middle?”
 
   “Yeah. How are you going to find them? You’re blind as a bat.”
 
   He kicked to the side of the pool and held to its edge. “I can probably see almost as well as you underwater.”
 
   Big lie.
 
   He couldn’t see jack. The pattern on the lining made it impossible for him to make out anything down there. However, as close as Cheris stood to him, he could make out her legs pretty well, and the fuzzy short length of her skirt.
 
   “You shouldn’t be in there. I was the one who threw them in like a stupid idiot.”
 
   “I believe I knocked them out of your hand when I grabbed you. Okay. I’m going down again.” Without waiting for her reply, he submerged.
 
   No luck. He came up for a quick breath and dove again.
 
   Where were they?
 
   Dammit. This was frustrating.
 
   During the fourth time down, Cheris joined him. She swam to a spot about three feet away, then pulled on his arm tugging him upward. They both surfaced sucking in air before swimming to the side of the pool.
 
   Crooking her arm on its edge, she held his glasses in her hand.
 
   “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Geoff.”
 
   Sky blue.
 
   The same bra she’d had on the night of the gala. The lace edging wasn’t visible to him now, but the straps on her shoulders were. Obviously, she’d followed his lead—shed her clothes, but kept on the underwear.
 
   He reached for his glasses and plucked them from her fingers.
 
   “Please,” Cheris appealed.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Please don’t put them on. I’m…I don’t have my clothes on, and it’s embarrassing.”
 
   “I’m only wearing my skivvies here, and your eyesight doesn’t handicap you.”
 
   She didn’t respond.
 
   “Will you trust me enough to let me see?” He waited for her answer, and the only sound was the lapping of the water.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   He shook them, wiped his face and slipped them on. Cheris came into focus, her expression unsure.
 
   “Thanks. Let’s swim for a while.” He pushed off and sliced through the warm water across the width. She hadn’t moved when he reached the other side. “You like to swim?”
 
   “Love it. I swim laps at the Y twice a week.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “Think you can beat me from one end to the other?”
 
   “Don’t know. How good are you?”
 
   He was terrible. He hadn’t been swimming in years. “Oh, I think I could beat you easily. Me being a guy and all.”
 
   She laughed and swam to the end. He met her there.
 
   “One length. Winner gets to dry off with the blanket first,” Cheris proposed.
 
   Oh, yes. He liked those stakes. If he won, he got the blanket first. If he lost, he got to watch her exit the pool to get the blanket.
 
   “Ready? On my mark. Get set. Go.”
 
   They shoved off, and mid length Geoff realized even if he wanted to win, it was hopeless. Her strokes were clean and confident. By the time he reached the steps, she was crouched in the shallow water waiting for him, a smug look on her face.
 
   “Two out of three,” he said.
 
   Cheris shook her head. “How humiliated do you want to be? Have you ever been swimming in your life?”
 
   “I’ll have you know I swam every summer at computer camp until I graduated high school.”
 
   “They have a pool at computer camp?”
 
   “It was mandatory. We had to swim before they’d let us play on the computers.”
 
   “I’ll bet it was mandatory.” She snickered. “So you haven’t swum since you were fifteen.”
 
   Geoff thought about it. “Yeah. That sounds about right. The water feels good, doesn’t it?”
 
   “Yes. Seems if the house is empty, they’d not want to pay to heat the pool.”
 
   “Larry came by earlier with me and switched on the pool lights. Maybe he turned the heater on as well.”
 
   “It’d take longer than a few hours to heat it.”
 
   Geoff nodded in agreement. “Who knows why? Maybe Larry likes to swim.”
 
   “I think I’ll swim a few more laps.”
 
   Geoff watched her slice through the water, flip against the wall, and return. Before she reached him, she went under and swam away, resurfacing in the deep end. Resting his arms against the tiled rim, he leaned his head back and studied the reflection of the rippled light on the ceiling.
 
   How he hated to go back to Georgia tomorrow.
 
   Hated it.
 
   But he had to. He’d done nothing to get ready for his Monday classes. Nothing.
 
   A glimmer from the back window caught his eye, but in an instant the glass was dark again. What had it been? Headlights from a car? No. There was no street or driveway back there, only a large backyard with a bricked patio.
 
   Cheris now crisscrossed the width of the pool with graceful strokes moving closer to him with each lap.
 
   Man, she really liked the water.
 
   No matter what happened between them, he’d make sure she knew she’d be welcome to swim at Mom and Dad’s any time she wanted.
 
   Movement from the front of the room captured his attention.
 
   Two policemen strode toward the pool, their hands on their holstered guns.
 
   Oh, boy.
 
   “Hello,” he called. “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Is this your house?” One of the officers asked.
 
   Geoff straightened and faced them. Uneasy because of having nothing on but his underwear, he nevertheless spoke matter-of-factly. “No, but we have permission to be here.”
 
   “According to the neighbor, no one is supposed to be here. Why don’t you two come out of the pool so we can sort this out?”
 
   Geoff glanced at his wife. Crouched a few feet from him, she held the tiled lip with her fingers as she peeked over its edge at the men uniform.
 
   “We’re not exactly dressed for an interrogation.”
 
   One man shrugged unconcerned for their predicament. The other motioned for them to move. Sighing, Geoff ascended the stairs, and stalking over to the blanket he picked it up before walking back to the end of the pool.
 
   He unfolded it and held it in invitation. “Come on, Sweetheart.”
 
   Cheris shook her head, her eyes wide in fear.
 
   “It’s okay. Just a misunderstanding.”
 
   Geoff crooked his head studying her.
 
   That wasn’t pool water running down her cheeks. Those were tears.
 
   “I need to help my wife out of the water.”
 
   Laying the blanket aside, he waded toward her as, out of the corner of his eye, he noted one officer moved closer.
 
   What was going on here? Sure it was awkward, but nothing a call to Larry wouldn’t fix.
 
   He hoped.
 
   Cheris trembled beside him.
 
   “It’s okay,” he murmured as he attempted to pull her to a standing position. “Cheris, it’s okay. I promise.”
 
   She resisted. “You said we could be here,” she whimpered.
 
   He bent his knees to meet her eye to eye. “We can.”
 
   “Then why are they here?”
 
   “The neighbor didn’t know we’d be here and did what a good neighbor should do. I’ll call Larry, and he’ll vouch for us.” Placing his hand around her waist, he moved them through the water toward the edge of the pool.
 
   She refused to go further, the water to her shoulders. “I can’t get out. I’m practically naked.”
 
   Geoff met the watchful gazes of the policemen as he stood at the top step and grasped the blanket. “Gentlemen? Do you mind standing aside for a moment? My wife is reluctant to exit the pool while you watch.”
 
   They exchanged glances before pivoting and facing each other.
 
   “Thanks.” Geoff stretched out the blanket in front of his body. “All right, Sweetheart. Come on out.”
 
   For a few seconds she didn’t move. Geoff nodded to her in encouragement. She squared her shoulders.
 
   Shutting her eyes tightly, she stood, Venus rising from the sea. “All right, Mr. De Mille,” she whispered as her lids lifted and she pierced him with her intense gaze, “I’m ready for the close up now.”
 
   Oh, man.
 
   The bra and panties plastered to her flesh providing no barrier from his gaze.
 
   Not a good thing since there’d be no way of hiding getting turned on in his own wet briefs.
 
   He sucked in a breath, focused on the far wall, and thought of his freshman physics teacher whose nickname was Killer.
 
   When that didn’t work, he began reciting the elements of the periodic table by group. She stepped into the blanket at Strantium, a metal that is highly reactive chemically.
 
   Very appropriate.
 
   Adjusting the cloth around her, he pressed it on her shoulders covering her. He walked them over to their clothes in two piles next to each other. He handed her garments to her and pushed her to the door of the closest bathroom.
 
   She glanced back at him uncertainly before stumbling across the tiled expanse to the threshold. Picking up his undershirt, he wiped his chest and arms before shrugging into his button down shirt.
 
   “You guys have a problem with me getting dressed before I make the call?”
 
   “I’ll go with him,” one officer spoke to the other.
 
   He followed Geoff to the front part of the house and took his stance at the door while Geoff stripped off his shorts, dried off with his damp T-shirt, and slid on his slacks. Feeling in his pocket, he retrieved his cell phone and called Larry.
 
   Larry—God love him—showed up in less than twenty minutes with his cell phone to his ear.
 
   “Very good. Yeah. I’d love that. Fantastic, my friend. Gotta go. Goodbye.” He waved a hand in greeting. “So sorry about the confusion here,” he called to them. He held the phone in front of him and aimed. “Gorgeous place, isn’t it?”
 
   He approached the policemen and introduced himself, calling them by their names.
 
   Their radios crackled.
 
   “That’ll be your dispatch saying we’re all legitimate.” He smiled confidently.
 
   Sure enough, the owner of the house as well as the neighbor had called the police department saying Larry’s friends had permission to be in the house.
 
   The older man shook the hands of the uniformed officers and thanked them for their prompt response.
 
   “You all do a fine job. A fine job!” He reached in his pocket and pulled out his wallet. “I’m having an open block party next weekend in Vestavia Hills. Come out if you get a chance.” Handing each of them a business card, he continued. “We’ll have inflatables for the kids and a sixty inch flat screen television as a door prize. It’s going to be big. Big.”
 
   After the police left, Larry shook his head. “Oh, Geoff. I’m sorry, buddy. What a terrible thing to happen.”
 
   Geoff had his arm around Cheris, her body flush against his side. When she’d come back from getting dressed, she hadn’t spoken at all, hadn’t reacted to anything.
 
   He’d tried to reassure her, but she only stared at the floor and nodded.
 
   “Of course, you’re welcome to stay as long as you want. Days even. Lauren Cooper, the owner, is a sweetheart. She’d love for you guys to enjoy the house. She’s just as torn up about this as I am.” He held his camera in front of them. “Smile for prosperity. Your first bust, ha ha!”
 
   Cheris stiffened.
 
   Geoff patted her. “I appreciate it, Larry. Really.”
 
   “Sure thing. Sure thing. I better go. Left Natalie at the restaurant. She’ll order lobster just to spite me for leaving her alone. If you all want to come to the block party next weekend, you’re welcome, of course. Some great houses there for a newlywed couple just starting out. Great party to use the excuse to look around.”
 
   “I hear it’s going to be big,” Geoff commented with a wide smile.
 
   “Really big. You all take care now,” he said as he swept out the door.
 
   Cheris slumped.
 
   Yeah. He could relate.
 
   “Come on. Let’s go hang out in Lauren Cooper’s sitting room.”
 
   In a few moments they sat on the couch, Geoff’s arm still around her. The silence nearly deafened him as he waited on her to speak, scream, anything.
 
   Finally she drew a shuttering breath, shifted under his arm, and tucked her feet underneath her.
 
   “Cheris, do you want to tell me what’s going on?”
 
   She didn’t speak for a while, only settled further into the couch and him.
 
   “Where I grew up…how I grew up when the police appeared, it was never a good thing.”
 
   The words hovered in the air, their implications heavy on Geoff’s heart for the little girl she had once been and the fear from days long gone haunting her tonight. He reached over and clasped her hand intertwining their fingers.
 
   “I never went without food. Mama worked as a waitress in a truckstop restaurant, and we lived in a little apartment over it. But she…she had a lot of boyfriends and several husbands. Some of them weren’t very nice.”
 
   “Did they…?”
 
   “No. They never touched me. Most of the boyfriends never even saw me. After her shift, Mama would buy a twelve pack from the cooler and start drinking with whichever man was available. They’d stumble up the stairs after the beer was gone, and I’d shut my bedroom door and turn up the television. Late at night the only station without infomercials was the classic movie channel. So while my mom was falling in love or falling apart in the next room, I was watching Gloria Swanson and Doris Day.”
 
   “Where was your dad?”
 
   “I don’t think my mom even knows who my dad is. She should have been on Maury Povich pointing fingers at guys making them get paternity tests to find out who her baby daddy is.”
 
   “Her baby daddy is now Chip Arrowood, and he’s quite pleased about it. As is his wife, his elder daughter, and especially his son.”
 
   Cheris scrambled from the couch. She glared at him as unshed tears glittered on her lashes. “I’m from the worst kind of Appalachian hill trash there is. I don’t belong in your family.”
 
   Dammit. Not the reaction he wanted.
 
   He stood as well. “Yes, you do.”
 
   “Geoff, this is stupid. Stupid! It was a one night stand.”
 
   “We’re at a week now.”
 
   “No. Don’t you see? I’m not fixable. I don’t fit in with you or the Arrowoods. I’m not the kind of wife you want.”
 
   “Never deny that you are Dulcinea.”
 
   Her face crumpled, and he knew she had recognized the quote from The Man of La Mancha. It’s what Don Quixote had said to the woman of his heart when she had tried to convince him she was a tramp and not worthy of his affection.
 
   But she had been worthy of it, and his foolish heroic belief in her was what had redeemed her. In the end it was what had saved Don Quixote as well.
 
   “Open your eyes and see me as the woman I really am.”
 
   “You have shown me the beauty of the sky.”
 
   Cheris shook her head as a tear trailed down her face. She sniffed and wiped it away. “Take me home, Geoff. I can’t live this impossible dream.”
 
   Geoff sighed and resisted the urge to break out in song of dreaming the impossible dream.
 
   Okay, so maybe the La Mancha allusion had been too much. He should have gone with The Sound of Music. Cheris was more nun than whore, he supposed. But the voluptuous image of her at the pool had put him more in the mindset of Sophia Loren than Julie Andrews.
 
   Without a word, Geoff followed her to the front door. They piled into his SUV without a word, and he drove them to her apartment. His soul screamed foul, but what could he do? He’d pushed her to the verge with the movie quotes, and he knew he needed to give her a little space to process what they’d said through Cervantes’ truths.
 
   Patience.
 
   That’s what he needed.
 
   To give her time and space to realize she was his Dulcinea to her Don Quixote, his Maria to her Captain Von Trapp, his Princess Leia to her Han Solo.
 
   Could he do it?
 
   Yeah.
 
   From two states away he was about to give her plenty of space.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   “Well, that is another hope gone. My life is a perfect graveyard of buried
 
   hopes. That’s a sentence I read in a book once, and I say it over to comfort
 
   myself whenever I’m disappointed in anything.”
 
   “I don’t see where the comforting comes in myself,” said Marilla.
 
   —Anne of Green Gables by L.M. Montgomery
 
    
 
   Why hasn’t Geoff called me?
 
   Two whole days had gone by, and not even a text.
 
   Was he living by the out of sight out of mind rule? Had he so many things to take care of back in Georgia that he hadn’t bothered to call?
 
   She could call him.
 
   His number on the front of her refrigerator was branded on her brain. Every time she walked in the kitchen the neat handwriting drew her attention.
 
   Sitting at her computer desk, she stretched. It was nearly midnight, way past her bedtime, but she knew if she lay down, she’d toss and turn. She was too restless, too…what?
 
   Unsettled.
 
   She Googled Newbie River Institute, the school where Geoff had said he worked. Finding the correct one, she clicked on the link and found the menu for faculty and staff.
 
   Scrolling down the list, she saw him.
 
   Dr. Geoff Arrowood, Ph.D.
 
   Professor of Science and Astronomy
 
   His office location, telephone extension, and an eddress were listed.
 
   Logging onto her account, she sent an email.
 
   Insomniac seeks Pool Boy for companionship. Cullsbaier natives only need apply.
 
   She bit her lip as she pressed send. So, what’s the worse that would happen? He’d get the email tomorrow and ignore it. What’s the best? He’d get it tonight and email her back. Getting up from the desk, she wandered around her apartment. She picked up the remote and aimed it at the TV and flipped through the channels.
 
   Nothing good.
 
   Back at her computer, she got on Hip Granny’s site. A large animated box, brightly wrapped with a bow danced across her monitor.
 
   What was that about?
 
   When she attempted to click on the gift box, it skirted away from her cursor and a timer appeared counting backwards a little less than twelve hours.
 
   What was happening on Hip Granny at noon tomorrow?
 
   She began to log in to her IT account when a pop-up screen appeared on her computer. Cheris smiled.
 
   Pool boy has challenged you to a game of Intergalactic Monkey Wars. Do you wish to play?
 
   The game site was one she had played on before. Logging on, she opened a chat box.
 
   Who R U
 
   Don Quioxote. Y no sleep?
 
   Too much time. Not enough windmills to fight.
 
   Easier 2 defeat space monkeys.
 
   UR on
 
   She clicked on the start game button and waited for Geoff on his end to do the same. In a few seconds, they began fighting the outer space primates. The battle and its heightened skill levels continued until a quarter to two when Geoff called it quits. The chat box appeared.
 
   8am class in a few hours. Enjoyed the game.
 
   Sorry to keep u up.
 
   Don’t be. I usually crash about 2 anyway, but any later and I’ll sleep through the alarm.
 
   Night owl?
 
   Hoot. Hoot.
 
   Call me tomorrow?
 
   As is your command.
 
   Cheris’ heart skipped a beat as she read the words from her favorite movie. Did he realize only Gensa’s lover responded to her orders that way? Her fingers moved over her keyboard.
 
   Do I detect a movie quote?
 
   Gensa’s Genesis. Sweet dreams, General.
 
   She sighed in appreciation for the man who quoted poetry and science fiction.
 
   ****
 
   Cheris had been summoned.
 
   By Annie Hill.
 
   The older woman sat in her straight backed chair gazing with her wise owl eyes at Cheris who fidgeted with Annie’s computer. The excuse to have Cheris find out why her Internet was not working had been just that.
 
   An excuse.
 
   Cheris had spotted the disconnected cord when she’d walked in the room. But she’d faked calm and dumb. Truth be told, Cheris was glad for the company. Here it was Monday afternoon, and with a whole week of no work stretching ahead of her, she was glad for something to do.
 
   “How do you like being married?”
 
   “It has its moments.” Cheris dropped to her knees and crawled to the telephone outlet.
 
   “When Bill gave you two weeks off, the intention was for you and Geoff to spend it together.”
 
   Well, here it was. The purpose of the summons.
 
   Cheris picked up the cord and plugged the end into the receptacle.
 
   “Virginia Lassiter recognized you in the grocery, and she plays bridge with Monnie and me. Monnie told everyone that you and Geoff are spending this week down in Georgia since he couldn’t get the week off from teaching. Now I love Monnie, and I wouldn’t want to see her embarrassed because her son and his wife are not being truthful with her.”
 
   Cheris turned and sat on the Persian rug crossing her legs. “Annie, Geoff and I did something really dumb when we got married.”
 
   Annie arched an eyebrow, Cheris raised her hands in surrender.
 
   “My dear, if you’re telling me marrying Geoffrey Arrowood was a mistake, I have to disagree.”
 
   “I’d never met him before that night. I was drunk.”
 
   Annie pursed her lips. “I find that very difficult to believe.”
 
   Annie knew Cheris’ mother was an alcoholic, and Cheris had sworn never to drink in case she turned into one, too.
 
   “Janie was one of the artists at the Children’s Classic Literature Gala at the art museum. At the Alice in Wonderland exhibit I ate the cake—”
 
   “And drank the punch, oh my heavens, you didn’t.” Annie clutched her chest. “The museum already has one suit against it because of that stunt Gary Sheirer pulled. Are you okay? Is Geoff? Is that all you two did? Run off and get married?”
 
   “Running off and getting married was plenty. Somehow Geoff’s mother found out and made that announcement at the party.” Cheris sighed.
 
   “Oh, my.” She touched her head to her temple. “Oh, my dear. That’s just the beginning of it. Have you seen Hip Granny today?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Annie stood and approaching her desk, she moved the mouse. Instantly, the screen came to life.
 
   Trying to ignore the panic rising in her chest, Cheris joined Annie in front of the computer as she clicked on the icon to connect to the World Wide Web. Instead of the familiar logo of Hip Granny’s website, bells materialized. Church bells.
 
   Wedding bells.
 
   A fuzzy video morphed of a staircase with people standing on it.
 
   The Arrowood family and Cheris.
 
   Oh, no. Oh, no. No. No. No.
 
   The scene Cheris had lived last week replayed on the monitor.
 
   Monnie talking. The toast. Monnie and Chip kissing. More of Monnie talking.
 
   The crowd egged her and Geoff to kiss. Geoff called to the crowd before Cheris quoted a line from It’s a Wonderful Life and pecked him on the lips. The crowd jeered. Then….
 
   The scene zoomed in on them gazing at each other. Geoff spoke to her.
 
   “Are you sure?” he had said.
 
   She nodded. “Yes, I’m sure,” she’d said back. “Be quick about it.”
 
   And the not-quick-enough kiss began.
 
   Cheris stared in fascination at the scene before her.
 
   Her jaw dropped when she watched herself wrap her arms around the man and pull him closer. And on the kiss went. The catcalls and applause began. Finally, Geoff lifted his head breaking the contact.
 
   Geoff. Not her.
 
   Her stomach churned when words popped up on the screen.
 
   Congratulations, Geoff and Cheris.
 
   Enter the Whirlwind Wedding Workshop
 
   The what?
 
   Cheris reached forward and clicked the wedding bell icon. The screen changed to an unfocused scene of a church wedding and a menu containing everything from The Perfect Bridal Registry to Honeymoon Havens.
 
   Bill Connor, the money-grubbing opportunist at Hip Granny, had been busy.
 
   Cheris collapsed on the chair and moved her fingers across the mouse as she entered the how-to guide for planning the perfect wedding.
 
   “Bill has launched Hip Granny into the wedding and marriage market,” Annie informed her. “And as soon as your honeymoon is over, he’s making you the spokesperson of it.”
 
   Cheris blinked at the screen. She shook her head. “No.”
 
   “I know you’re not much on being in the spotlight, but Bill’s been wanting to update Hip Granny’s image for a while.”
 
   “Geoff and I aren’t staying married, Annie. I’ll make a terrible spokesperson.”
 
   “Just because you married in haste doesn’t mean you and Geoff won’t stay together. I think you make a lovely couple.”
 
   She turned to the older woman. “I can’t believe you’re saying that. You know what I came from.”
 
   Annie’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
 
   Cheris gestured to herself. “Come on. I’ve told you about my childhood. I’m a bastard child out of Athens County.”
 
   Annie sniffed. “You’ve become better than just that, my dear.”
 
   “Maybe so, but I’ll never fit in with eating petit fours on real bone china.” Cheris stood and pushed the chair away from her. “Not ever. Excuse me, Annie. I’ve got to go.” Picking up her purse, she marched out of the room.
 
   ****
 
   Cheris drove over to Web Enterprises and bounded into Bill’s office. He sat behind his desk with his ear plastered to his telephone yapping to some stupid person about Windfire web speed. She folded her arms and glared at him until he hung up and rounded the desk with arms outstretched.
 
   “How’s the wedded woman today, huh?”
 
   Cheris pointed at him. “Don’t you pull that with me. How dare you launch a marketing campaign using my marriage.”
 
   Bill rocked back on his heels. “Cheris, it’s perfect.” He grinned.
 
   “No, it isn’t. This is my life you’re prostituting, and I won’t have it. I’ll quit before I let you use me and Geoff to pad Milton’s Stewart’s pockets.”
 
   Bill shook his head. “You’ve got me all wrong here. We’re on borrowed time with Hip Granny. We need to—”
 
   “‘Keep it current. No flash in the pan for us.’ I’ve heard it all before, and you’re not going to use my private life to do it. I want that video taken off the site.”
 
   “Babe…”
 
   Cheris shot him a murderous look at his endearment.
 
   “Sorry. Cheris, that video is not your property.”
 
   “It’s got me in it.”
 
   “And as an employee you signed a contract giving Net Enterprises permission to broadcast you on our website.”
 
   “For tutorials,” she defended.
 
   “In what capacity is not specified, especially when it is Stewart making the video.”
 
   “No way.”
 
   “Way, Mrs. Arrowood. This was his idea.” Bill placed his hand on her shoulder, but she shook it off. He waved his hand to the door. “Now, then. This is still your honeymoon. People don’t work on their honeymoon. When you get back next week, we’ll negotiate your promotion.”
 
   Cheris raised her face in disdain. “I quit.”
 
   Bill threw his head back and laughed. “You want to resign? Come back next week and do it on company time.”
 
   “I’m serious.”
 
   “You might be, too, as I’m sure you’d like nothing better than to shop all day and live out the Cullsbaeir version of Desperate Housewives.”
 
   “I don’t like you very much.”
 
   “You and my three ex-wives. Why don’t you all start a club? Get. Get. Get. Out of here and the premises. Don’t make me call security.” He shooed her out of his office and closed the door behind her.
 
   Cheris meandered through the building just so Bill wouldn’t think he could bully her about everything. As she passed her cubicle, she ducked in it and sat at her chair. Pulling herself up to her monitor, she pressed the power button drumming her fingers impatiently on the keyboard as she waited for it to start.
 
   Fine. He wouldn’t take off the video. She would.
 
   She logged in to her computer and entered her password.
 
   A pop-up appeared on her screen.
 
   Access denied
 
   What?
 
   “Sorry.” Rhoderman Crantz, her co-worker, peered at her from over his side of the cubicle. “Bill made me wall your input until he meets with you next week.”
 
   “Rhoderman!”
 
   He hung his head and peered at her with his big puppy dog eyes.
 
   “Take it off.”
 
   “Can’t. Bill said he’d fire me if you got access to Hip Granny. Said it’d be my personal failure.”
 
   Cheris beat the desk with her fist. “He won’t fire you. Other than me, you’re the best IT guy they have.”
 
   “Sorry.” His sad face disappeared as he sunk back in his cubed rat hole.
 
   She wrenched her chair back, stood, and stalked out of the building fury causing her teeth to clinch. Deciding to swim out some of her anger and frustration, she stopped by her apartment to get her suit and towel and headed to the Y.
 
   After half an hour of laps in the pool, the edge of Cheris’ anger had dissipated. In the locker room, she stripped off her swimsuit and pressed the towel to her damp skin.
 
   Bill was smart. She’d give him that. He knew if she realized Rhoderman’s job was on the line, she’d be less likely to hack the site.
 
   Still.
 
   Having her private life for all the world to view, especially when that private life was in shambles, was a nightmare.
 
   Her cell phone dinged signaling reception of a text.
 
   Cheris slid on her panties and bra before picking the phone up to read the message.
 
   How R U?
 
   Geoff.
 
   Hmm. Did he know their kiss was all over the World Wide Web? Would he care?
 
   She typed a message:
 
   Grrrrr. Hate my boss.
 
   Working?
 
   Not allowed. Swimming @ Y now
 
   Right now?
 
   No. Changing n locker room right now.
 
   Cheris grinned mischievously. Let him wonder what she was or was not wearing. She placed the phone down and finished getting dressed.
 
   In seconds her phone dinged again.
 
   Too bad, big boy. You’ll have to wait, she thought as she reached for her pants.
 
   Fully clothed, she read Geoff’s text as she exited the locker room.
 
   Unfair
 
   Cheris chuckled. Since their pool disaster Friday night, she hadn’t spoken to him though they’d played online battle ship and punch monkey several times.
 
   On my way home. Wanna play a game in @ 10 mins?
 
   Class in 3 mins. L8R @6?
 
   K
 
   She had just settled in her car when her phone rang. Was Geoff calling her now? She peered at the screen. No. It was a local cell number. She hit the answer button and greeted the caller.
 
   “Mrs. Arrowood?” a man’s voice asked.
 
   “No…oh. Umm. Who are you looking for?”
 
   “Is this Geoff’s wife Cheris? I’m Larry Preston. We met the other night when you and Geoff had the police called on you at Lauren Cooper’s house.”
 
   “Right. Yes. I remember you, Mr. Preston.”
 
   “Call me Larry. I got a hold of Geoff, but he tells me he’s in Georgia. He gave me your number and said you might be willing to meet with me at Lauren’s house.”
 
   Cheris stared through the windshield at the cars surrounding her and the YMCA building beyond. What had Geoff done?
 
   “Mrs. Arrowood?”
 
   Cheris huffed. Why did he have to call her that? “Cheris, please.”
 
   “Certainly, Cheris. When are you available?”
 
   Cheris shook her head. “What is this about? If there was any damage—”
 
   “No, no, no. Of course not. Nothing like that at all. Just a friendly visit at a beautiful home.”
 
   Yeah right.
 
   “I can’t speak for Geoff. If you have some business with him, perhaps you should wait until he comes back to town.”
 
   “I agree with you completely. Completely agree. But I’d like to meet with you today, and if Geoff and I have business at a later date, I sure as heck am going to meet with him when he gets back.”
 
   “I didn’t do anything in that house other than swim, eat, and sit on the couch. We did walk through it, but I didn’t mess with anything.”
 
   “Dear, Lauren’s tickled pink that you enjoyed her house up until the police came, that is. I’d like to make that up to you.”
 
   “There’s no need, Mr. P—”
 
   “Larry. Come on. Don’t make me beg here.”
 
   Cheris sighed. “I suppose I could meet you.”
 
   “Great. Wonderful. Are you free right now? I’ve got forty minutes that are yours if you want them.”
 
   Fine. Get it over with. Whatever it was.
 
   “Very well. I can be there in about fifteen minutes.”
 
   “Fantastic, Cheris. You won’t regret it.”
 
   “It’s an offer I cannot refuse, Don.”
 
   “Huh? What was that?”
 
   “Forget about it,” she said in her best mobster voice, then, “I’ll see you there, Larry.”
 
   When Cheris arrived at her dream house, Larry Preston was already there standing in front of the wrought iron gate leading to the front porch. He waved to her as she climbed out of her car.
 
   With a jovial grin and an outstretched hand, he greeted her. “Well, Cheris, thanks for meeting me here.” He grabbed her hand and squeezed instead of shaking it as she expected. “Come on in, and let’s talk.”
 
   Ushering her inside, Larry’s contented sigh echoed in the large room. “What a gorgeous set-up. A crying shame it’s empty.”
 
   Standing with her hands clasped tightly in front of her, Cheris cast a quick longing glance around before settling on Larry.
 
   He watched her, waiting. “What do you think?”
 
   Never tell anyone other than the family what you’re thinking.
 
   But she wasn’t in this family. The Arrowood family. Ugh.
 
   “What can I do for you, Larry?”
 
   The older man announced, “I’d like to see you and Geoff in this house.”
 
   Cheris’ mouth dropped open. She shook her head.
 
   “Now don’t think this isn’t doable because it is.”
 
   “It’s not doable on levels you’re not even aware of.”
 
   He crossed the tiled expanse of the pool room, and Cheris reluctantly followed. At the base of the wrought iron stairs he paused and gestured for her to precede him. The spiral staircase had been one she and Geoff hadn’t taken the evening they spent here. She ascended the steps noting the sound of their shoes against the metal. On the landing she admired the water below them, remembering when she and Geoff had been there.
 
   “You’re renting an apartment now, isn’t that right?” Larry said from behind her.
 
   “Yes.” Cheris glanced behind her at the man, but the view in the plate glass windows snagged her attention. The house was on a hill overlooking the east side of Cullsbaeir and the bridge spanning the river beyond it.
 
   Oh, wow.
 
   “How’d you like to wake up to that view every morning?”
 
   A sigh of appreciation escaped her lips.
 
   “What if you lived here for what you and Geoff are paying there?”
 
   Cheris turned away from the windows and gave Larry her best Annie Hill no-nonsense stare. “It’s impractical. Sure, I could live here for what I’m paying in rent, but the cost of electricity and gas in a place like this is exorbitant, I bet.”
 
   “There’s a gas well on the lot so the cost of heating the house and water is non-existent. The air conditioner is state of the art. All of the bulbs are LED. You belong in this house.”
 
   “This house is too big for one person.”
 
   Larry’s eyebrow’s rose in surprise.
 
   “Even two people,” Cheris added hastily. “This house needs a big family in it. Or several. Maybe one of those families on that reality show with three wives and twenty kids.”
 
   Larry didn’t take the hint. He led her on a tour of the house spouting its attributes. Once he’d shown her the rooms inside, he took her outside to the back of the house with its smooth bricked patio and built in barbecue grill. Rounding the house they entered the front yard, and Cheris’ tree swing came into view.
 
   Larry walked right up to the swing and grasped the chain hanging from the branch above. “This house deserves someone to live in it. To love it,” he declared.
 
   “That someone’s not me.”
 
   “You live in the apartments over in Cullsbaeir Terrace, right? In three months their rent is going to increase by seventy dollars.
 
   Cheris had recently received a letter about it. “How do you know that?”
 
   “I’m a realtor. It’s my business to know. I’ll put you in this house for what you’ll be paying at Cullsbaeir Hills in three months with a three hundred dollar cap on electricity per month.”
 
   “Look. Just because you know Geoff’s family—”
 
   Larry shook his head. “It’s not personal. It’s business. I start cutting deals for all my fraternity brothers, I won’t be able to make my own mortgage which will make my wife very unhappy.”
 
   “You’ll lose money on this deal.”
 
   He nudged the swing a bit, and it moved back and forth. “An empty house is a loss, and I think there’s a lot of potential here, Cheris.”
 
   The motion of the swing drew her eye. She knew there was potential here. She yearned for the house, its space and beauty. The swing. The pool. The unique architecture of the open rooms. All of these things called to her like a siren song.
 
   Cheris wasn’t stupid. Larry was making this deal too sweet, an offer she really couldn’t refuse.
 
   It’s not personal. It’s business, he’d said.
 
   No doubt. If Geoff wasn’t behind this, his parents had to be. They had the means to pay whatever it took to set their son up with his new bride. And Cheris may be hillbilly trash, but she could not be bought.
 
   She took a shuttering breath and stuck her arm forward. “Thank you, Larry,” she said as they shook hands. Stepping back, she settled the strap of her purse on her shoulder. “I’ll talk to Geoff about this.”
 
   Boy would she ever.
 
   “Great. And don’t forget my open block party this weekend. If you win that TV, you can mount it in the pool room. Watch TV while you swim.”
 
   Cheris marched to her car without looking back at Larry, the tree, or the house.
 
   Pulling into the lot of her apartment complex, she parked and walked to the bank of boxes to check her mail. Pulling a square linen envelope from the slot, she peered at the name on the front.
 
   Cheris Arrowood
 
   Gritting her teeth, she turned the envelope over and tore open its scalloped seal. For a moment Cheris stared at the pearl white card with its filigree border inviting her to a celebration of the marriage of Geoffrey Watkins Arrowood, III to Cheris Leigh McDowell.
 
   What?
 
   A small crisp paper with a monogrammed A on the top fluttered to the floor. Stooping to pick it up, Cheris read the loopy script:
 
    
 
   Cheris,
 
   I hated to bother you two on your honeymoon, so I went ahead with the after-the-fact wedding shower. Hope this date suits you and Geoff. I’ve sent out about eighty and can send out as many more as you need if you want to give me addresses ASAP as you notice the date is in two weeks!
 
   Hugs and kisses,
 
   Monnie
 
   P.S. If you and Geoff haven’t already, register for your patterns. Please do so today. Hip Granny has the links to the stores
 
    
 
   No, no, no!
 
   Why was everything today about throwing her and Geoff together in this marriage?
 
   Cheris stalked to her car, started it up, and drove to Janie’s. Janie had twenty-nine years of dealing with Monnie Arrowood. Maybe she could help Cheris figure out how to rein in the woman.
 
   At Janie’s studio Cheris stood immobilized at the door’s threshold and surveyed the disaster before her. Broken pieces of Janie’s sculptures littered the floor. Black paint had been splashed and poured on her paintings and the walls.
 
   Who would have done such a terrible thing?
 
   Breaking into a run, she hurried to the office noting the destruction in the back hall as well. Turning the knob to the smaller room, Cheris opened the door. She expected to find the computer and camera missing, but everything was in order except for Janie slumped on the desk.
 
   “Janie, are you all right?”
 
   The other woman raised her head revealing mascara smeared tear trails down her blotched cheeks.
 
   Cheris knelt next to her friend. “What happened? Are you hurt?”
 
   “Get out of here, and leave me alone.” She put her head back down on her folded arms resting on the desk’s top.
 
   “No way. I’m calling the police.” Cheris stood and reached for the cordless telephone on the desk.
 
   “You’re not calling anybody.” Janie straightened and snatched the phone out of Cheris’ hand. She slammed it down on the recharger. Wiping her cheeks and sniffing, she said, “Nothing happened. I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re not fine. Look at you. Look at your studio. Your beautiful art, oh, Janie.”
 
   “Don’t. Don’t do that. Don’t say anything about it.”
 
   “But we’ve got to call the police. Somebody destroyed—”
 
   Janie stared at her paint-blackened hands. “No.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I hate it. I hate it, and it’s a lie.”
 
   Cheris shook her head in confusion. “What’s a lie? What do you hate?”
 
   “The painting. The sculpting. I’ve been lying about everything all this time, and I…I’m never painting again.”
 
   “You don’t mean that. I know this is your work. I’ve watched you paint and sculpt.”
 
   “I’ve worked my whole life to be who I am, to play by my own rules.”
 
   “Yeah. What’s changed?”
 
   “Everything. Me. I can’t do this.” With shaking hands, she covered her face.
 
   “Do what? What’s changed? Did Bobby hurt you?”
 
   “No. I ditched that loser.”
 
   “He did this.”
 
   “No. I did it! I’ve trashed everything here because none of it means anything to me anymore. I have to give it up.”
 
   Cheris pulled Janie’s hands away from her face. Peering into her friend’s eyes, she grasped her fingers tightly. “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “I think I’m in love with…with David Denton.”
 
   “Who?” The name clicked in her memory. David was Kelly’s minister friend from Clarksdale who had caught Janie when she’d fallen off the chair. “Oh.” Cheris hid her surprise. “Well. I think it’s great.”
 
   “You would. But I’m not going to…I’m not doing that.”
 
   “Why not? He seems like a sweet guy.”
 
   Janie wrenched her hands out of Cheris’ grasp. “He’s a preacher, Cheris!”
 
   “Right. Not a priest. He’s allowed to date. Have you guys been out on a date?”
 
   “You don’t get it, do you? He’s a minister. In a church.”
 
   “What? You’re not good enough to date a minister?”
 
   Janie moved her chair back and pushed past Cheris. She turned to face her friend. “No, I’m not. I don’t fit into that lifestyle. I’m a rebel, a dissident, an artist.”
 
   Cheris straightened and sat in the chair Janie vacated. “I guess he likes his women a little wild, huh?”
 
   “It’s not funny.”
 
   “Come on, Janie. Enjoy a guy who is nice for once. It’s not like you’re going to marry him or anything.”
 
   Janie stared at her friend. She blinked, and a tear rolled down her cheek.
 
   What?
 
   “Did he ask you to marry him?”
 
   “No, but I…I’ve….” She glanced at the ceiling and ran a hand through her disheveled hair. “I get what happened with you and Geoff now. I know why he drove you to Serenity. I saw his face the night of the gala when he looked at you. I lived that look the day in the church nursery. I looked at David, and it was like my soul was ripped open. I knew he was the one.”
 
   Cheris shook her head in disbelief. “Marriage is more than a soulful feeling. If you’re talking about a lifetime commitment, you need more than a…a look. You need common interests, goals, dreams.”
 
   “Now you’re beginning to see my dilemma.”
 
   “So, you think your only choices are to give up your art, or give up David?”
 
   “Can you honestly see me as a preacher’s wife? The church will take one look at me and David will be out on his ear.”
 
   “You don’t give the church people enough credit. You’re a good person.”
 
   “I’m not good enough for that. I’ll screw up, and he’ll suffer for it. I care too much about him to do that.” She picked up a wood and clay prototype piece from her Secret Garden exhibit and threw it through the open doorway where it hit the wall in the hallway and fell in pieces to the floor.
 
   Cheris sighed. “Come on,” she said rising from the chair. “Let’s get out of here before you destroy everything.” She grabbed her friend’s hand and pulled her toward the front. “Don’t touch anything else.” She pulled the curtains across the plate glass windows, thankful Janie had installed them when she moved her studio to the storefront property. “I’ll cover this mess so nobody calls the cops until you can get your head on straight.”
 
   Cheris took Janie to her apartment and pushed her into the bathroom to clean up. While there, she noticed all signs of Bobby had been removed. He’d obviously moved out, but when? After Janie had met David? Why hadn’t she said anything before now?
 
   When Janie emerged later after showering and putting on fresh clothes, she seemed calmer though reserved. Cheris ordered Chinese food, and they ate it on the floor while watching Animal Planet.
 
   At nine that evening, she drove Janie back to the studio to get her car and made the woman promise she would call her if she needed her.
 
   “I’m your friend. Let me be there for you, okay? Want to come home with me?”
 
   Janie shook her head.
 
   “Sure?”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure. Thanks.”
 
   “All right. Go home and get some rest. Things always look better in the morning.”
 
   Janie nodded and climbed into her car. Without any other words, she shut the door, started the engine and left.
 
   Cheris rolled her shoulders then stepped to her own car.
 
   What a day.
 
   She drove home with thoughts of Janie in love with a minister and she and Geoff living in the dream house running through her mind.
 
   At home she saw an invitation to play a game from Geoff on her computer.
 
   Oh, yeah. They’d had a net date at six.
 
   Not that she was in any mood to do anything with him other than bite his head off. They were in a hole so deep with this marriage, she wasn’t sure they’d ever get out.
 
   Picking up her phone, she saw a missed call from him around seven but no message. Why wouldn’t he leave a message? She hated people who didn’t leave messages.
 
   If he wants me to call him back, then he needs to let me know.
 
   Timmy strolled in the room and meowed a greeting. Cheris reached down, picked him up, and settled on the couch with him.
 
   “That’s right,” she crooned as she stroked his snowy fur. “You’re the kind of man I like. Uncomplicated.”
 
   Timmy purred in response.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   It made her think that it was curious how much nicer a person
 
   looked when he smiled. She had not thought of it before.
 
   —The Secret Garden by Frances Hodgson Burnett
 
    
 
   “Cheris.”
 
   Cheris awoke from a sound sleep.
 
   What?
 
   She blinked in the darkness of her bedroom and looked at her digital clock.
 
   12:15 am.
 
   “Are you awake?” Janie asked.
 
   “What?” She sat up to find her friend sitting at the foot of her bed. “How’d you get in here?”
 
   “I broke in. Hey, listen, I’ve been thinking about what you said, and I know what we need to do.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Road trip.” Jumping up, Janie switched on the overhead light.
 
   “Turn that off! I’m trying to sleep here.”
 
   Janie opened a dresser drawer, pulled out clothes, and tossed them on the bed. Another drawer open, and more clothes.
 
   “What are you doing? Stop that.”
 
   “We’ll just get in the car and drive. Won’t that be fun?”
 
   “I can’t go anywhere, Janie. Would you stop?” Cheris crawled across the bed and caught a shirt Janie had thrown.
 
   “Why can’t you go? I thought you had two weeks off.” She peered on the shelf in the closet. “Where’s your suitcase?”
 
   “I can’t leave Timmy.” Cheris began refolding the clothes and putting them in piles.
 
   “He’s a cat. Put out extra food and water. He won’t even know you’re gone.” Closing the door, she walked out of the bedroom. “Aha. Found it.” She returned a moment later with the suitcase Cheris stored in the hall closet.
 
   “Where do you want to go?” She slid off the bed with a stack of clothes in her arms intending to put them back where they belonged.
 
   “What’s it matter? We get in the car and drive. It’s a road trip. The point is getting the hell out of here for a while. When we get tired, we’ll stop.”
 
   “Look, Janie, you’re welcome to stay here with me, but I’m not getting in the car in the middle of the night and driving across country because you have the hots for a preacher man. It’s insane.”
 
   ****
 
   Their road trip ended in Cider Falls, Georgia, the city where Geoff lived and worked. Asleep in the passenger seat since about three in the morning, Cheris had awoken as the sun had risen over the north Georgia mountains.
 
   Janie swore she hadn’t planned this.
 
   “I just sort of pointed the car, and here we are,” she defended. “And, hey, even better. We can stay at Geoff’s.”
 
   “I am sick and tired of everybody trying to throw us together,” Cheris groused as they entered the city limits.
 
   “You are so grumpy when you haven’t had enough sleep. Want to see where he works, or go by his house?”
 
   “Maybe we should call and warn him that we’re here.”
 
   “No. Let’s surprise him.”
 
   “Where is he now?”
 
   “It’s after eight. I bet he’s at school. He’s such a conformist.”
 
   “I certainly don’t want to go to his house if he’s not there.”
 
   “Why not? I can get in.”
 
   “I know, but it isn’t nice to break into people’s homes.”
 
   “He’s my brother. He doesn’t care. Besides, I’m wiped out. I’m ready to crash.”
 
   Cheris grabbed her cell phone and opened a text box.
 
   Janie and I are in Cider Falls. Where R U?
 
   She waited for a response but didn’t get one.
 
   “Here’s the campus,” Janie declared as she turned left onto a long straight road lined with Bradford Pear trees fully in bloom.
 
   “Oh, my gosh,” Cheris breathed at the beauty of the white blossoms blanketing the trees.
 
   “I know. Aren’t they gorgeous?”
 
   A majestic white building stood at the end of the row, and Janie guided the car into a parking space marked visitor in front of it. Exiting the car, the two women ascended the smooth stone stairs to the massive black double doors in front of them.
 
   “This doesn’t look much like an institute,” Cheris commented alluding to the name of the school as they walked through the entrance to an open room four stories high lined with balconies on each level with doors beyond. Their tennis shoes squeaked on the polished marble floor as they walked across the room to a door beyond.
 
   “We’ll cut through here. The science building is on the back campus.”
 
   Soon they found their way to Geoff’s closed office door. Janie grasped the knob and pushed the door open.
 
   “Don’t you ever knock?” Cheris asked. “What if he’s in there with a student?”
 
   “He’s not.” Janie stepped into the book-lined room and settled on the couch under a window on the far wall. She lay back and closed her eyes. “His schedule’s posted on the door. Why don’t you see if he lectures any better than he swims?”
 
   Peering at the printed sheet, Cheris’ eyes followed her finger across the page to Tuesday morning.
 
   AST 191 Room 108 B
 
   Wonder what AST 191 is? Or where I could find room 108B?
 
   “You think he’d mind if I sat in his class?”
 
   “No, he wouldn’t care. Close the door, will you?” Janie curled on her side with her back to Cheris who went to find Geoff’s class.
 
   In a few moments she stepped inside the door of the large amphitheater and stood waiting for her sight to adjust to the darkness. Cheris walked the few steps to a theater seat in the back row and watched the stop motion movie playing on a large screen in the front of the room. A rap song belted out the lyrics of Bang You Hard while oddly shaped objects hurtled toward a brightly striped ball in front of a black background. With each impact a cloud shot out from the ball.
 
   Oh, I get it. That’s something hitting a planet in outer space.
 
   The scene morphed to clay people hunched around a toy computer screen. They jumped up and down in delight, and a ripple of laughter spread throughout the room.
 
   Credits began rolling across the screen, and the lights came up.
 
   Geoff, dressed in khakis and a buttoned down navy blue shirt walked away from the wall, grinning widely.
 
   Cheris’ heart flip-flopped at the sight of him so handsome and…there.
 
   “Well, great job, Group One, also known as the Organic Rock Stars. Come stand here with me, and we’ll see how well your film taught the class.” Three women and three men—all looking to be fresh out of high school—came to stand in the front of the room. Geoff walked across the low stage as the screen rose behind him. He picked up a large bag of candy from the edge of a desk next to the wall. “Okay, your reward for correct answers will be Jolly Ranchers in a variety of flavors.”
 
   He held the bag in one arm and reached into it with his other hand. “First question, what’s the name of the planet in the movie?”
 
   “Jupiter,” came an enthusiastic voice in the front row.
 
   “You got it.” Jeff threw a piece of candy to the student.
 
   “Who were the astronomers looking through the telescope at the beginning?”
 
   “Shoemaker and Levy.”
 
   Geoff gazed at the woman who had answered. “There were three clay figures. You’ve only given me two names.”
 
   “Shoemaker, Shoemaker, and Levy.”
 
   Geoff threw three pieces of candy to her. “I’ll give you three more pieces if you can tell me first names.”
 
   She groaned.
 
   “Who can?”
 
   “Eugene, Carolyn, and David. Can I have three green ones?” hollered a man sitting on the aisle stairs.
 
   Geoff fished in the bag and tossed them.
 
   “Next question. What did they discover?”
 
   “A comet!”
 
   “Called?”
 
   “Shoemaker-Levy Nine.”
 
   “Two candies for two correct answers.”
 
   “Can I have watermelon?”
 
   “You guys are getting too picky.” Geoff sorted through the bag and withdrew the requested flavor. “I’m going to switch back to Tootsie-rolls if you keep it up. What year did Shoemaker-Levy Nine slam into Jupiter?”
 
   There was a pause.
 
   “Come on. It was subtle, but it was in there. Anybody catch the clip of the top grossing movie of that year Organic Rock Stars included in their clay masterpiece?”
 
   “Nineteen ninety-four.”
 
   “Got it, Erin.” Geoff dispensed the prize.
 
   “Okay, ready for the bonus question. If you get it right, our Organic Rock Stars will have earned an A for their group project. What’s the difference between a comet and an—” Geoff’s gaze fell on Cheris and held. The relaxed expression and easy smile disappeared as he stared at the woman in the last row. A Jolly Rancher fell from the bag followed by another until a steady stream poured to the floor unnoticed by Geoff.
 
   One by one every student turned in their chairs to find out what had captured the attention of their teacher. Cheris glanced at the curious faces of forty students before returning her gaze to the man with the empty candy bag.
 
   The Organic Rock Stars gathered up the spilled treats.
 
   Finally, Geoff looked down as one of the students tugged the bag from his grasp. “Oh. Thanks. Thanks.” He strode over to the blackboard and began erasing it as several students leaned into each other and whispered. The murmurs increased with frequent head turns in her direction.
 
   Cheris bit her lip as she watched him stretch his arm in wide sweeps. This was a mistake. What had she been thinking coming in here and interrupting his class?
 
   With the board clean, he sat on top of the desk next to the wall on the low stage. Taking off his glasses, he placed them next to him and rubbed his eye. “Let’s get quiet.” He rapped on the wooden top. “Where were we? Oh, yes. Charles? You’re group leader of the Organic Rock Stars. If we get a right answer to the difference between a comet and an asteroid, you dispense the candy. All right?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “Great. How about it? What’s the difference?”
 
   “The comet is mainly ice, and the meteor is rock.”
 
   “Great job, Josh. Okay, Charles, throw Josh a Jolly Rancher. Let’s give the Organic Rock Stars a hand for their Grade A movie.”
 
   Cheris joined in the class in applauding the students who grinned and preened at the praise.
 
   Geoff gripped the edge of the desk as he waited for the applause to die down. “Thursday we’ll see presentations from Interplanet Janets and Zeus’ Realm. Class dismissed.”
 
   The students rose from their chairs and filed to the stairs lining the stadium seats. As they passed Cheris, each studied her with curious or amused expressions on their faces. She touched her fingers to her burning forehead and ignored them. She turned to Geoff who still sat on the desk, his glasses lying beside him.
 
   As the last of the students left the room, excited voices reached her from outside the door. Cheris listened as Geoff placed his glasses on his nose and sprinted up the stairs.
 
   “Who was that?”
 
   “Dr. Arrowood’s girlfriend!”
 
   “Didn’t you notice? He’s wearing a wedding ring. She’s not his girlfriend. She’s his wife.”
 
   “He got married over Spring break? Killer.”
 
   Geoff shot past her and closed the door sighing audibly when the barrier shut out the noise. Grinning as he reached the stair next to her, he entered the row below her and stepped over the chair to occupy the one next to her. His smile and the welcoming twinkle in his eyes made her heart flop once again.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Another flop.
 
   “Hey.”
 
   “So, is this business or pleasure?”
 
   Cheris shrugged. “Why did you remove your glasses?”
 
   “So I wouldn’t be tempted to watch you while I finished the class.”
 
   “I’m sorry… I shouldn’t have come.”
 
   “What? Because you distracted me? Don’t be. This is a great day to be here. They’re presenting their mid-term projects. It’s a fun class to sit in on. And I don’t have another class until seven o’clock tonight. I’m yours until then.”
 
   “Mine and Janie’s. She’s asleep in your office.”
 
   “Uh-oh. What happened?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She usually shows up when she’s upset about something.”
 
   “She’s…umm… She has a new boyfriend, and she doesn’t think she’s good enough for him.”
 
   “Hmmm.”
 
   “I found her at her studio. She completely trashed it.”
 
   Geoff shook his head. “I hope the new boyfriend is a step up from Bobby.”
 
   “The new boyfriend is about forty stories up from Bobby.”
 
   “Good. Have you seen much of the campus? I’d love to show you around.”
 
   Two hours later Cheris stood in the middle of a massive field staring at a series of white iron bars which formed a large dome high above her head. It was supported by a perfectly circular base with numbers stenciled on it.
 
   Geoff lifted his arm and pointed. “These trace the path of the sun. This one is the line across the sky of the Summer solstice, that one the Winter solstice, and the middle one is the equinox path.”
 
   “Hmm,” Cheris said pursing her lips. “I always thought the sun just moved from east to west.”
 
   “Generally, that’s true, but depending on the season of the year, the sun’s path is a few degrees north or south of due east to west.”
 
   “Did you build this?”
 
   “Mostly.” He stood with hands resting on one of the bars above his head. “I did have some help from an Astronomy for Educators class and several shop students. What do you think?”
 
   “I think it’s pretty cool. Will you be sorry to leave it when you move?”
 
   Geoff shook his head as his gaze rested on her face. “It’ll give me a chance to build a new one in Cullsbaeir.”
 
   “Speaking of Cullsbaeir. I don’t really appreciate being bullied into living in the pool house.”
 
   Geoff dropped his arms. “What are you talking about? Who’s bullying you?”
 
   “You or your parents. Larry Preston was pulling a Godfather act with me trying to get me to move in.”
 
   “An offer you couldn’t refuse, huh? He did call me yesterday wanting to meet with us. I told him I was here. He said, ‘My business is really with your wife anyway. Can I have her number?’ I gave it to him. I’m sorry about that. I should have asked you first. As far as Mom and Dad are concerned, I don’t think they’ve spoken with him since the party. Mom’s not a big fan of his.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. He divorced one of her friends and married a much younger woman.”
 
   Cheris ducked beneath the rim supporting the iron beams and strolled toward a large circle paved with white rocks. As she neared the display, she studied the neatly painted numbers on the stones.
 
   “This looks like a clock.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   “What happened to the hands?”
 
   “We’re the hands.” Geoff who had joined her caught her fingers and tugged her toward the middle of the circle. “It’s a sun dial actually, and luckily it’s a sunny day.” Sliding his hands to her shoulders, he nudged her to the left and pointed to the ground.
 
   Cheris’s skin tingled where he touched her. She watched their melded shadow where he pointed. Behind her his breath stirred her hair as he spoke.
 
   “We’re nearing eleven now. See?”
 
   Eleven o’clock on the rock.
 
   “This is really neat. Did you do this too?”
 
   “Not exactly.” His shadow broke away from hers. “I give most of my classes a group project assignment to benefit the community.”
 
   Cheris turned to watch him stride over to rock seven. He knelt down and repositioned it.
 
   “Who will take care of this after you leave?”
 
   Straightening, he stepped back as he studied the rock then approached it again to move it. He nodded briefly. “All of this belongs to the Institute so they’ll mow the grass, and there’s a pretty active astronomy club here so they’ll keep it up at least for a while.”
 
   Cheris covered her mouth as she yawned.
 
   “Tired or bored?”
 
   “Tired. Sorry. Janie drove the whole way, but it’s hard to get good sleep in the car.”
 
   “Come on then.” Geoff stood with hands in pockets. The sun glinted on his glasses making it hard to see his expression. “We’ll go by the office and get Janie, then you two can go on to the house and take a nap if you want.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Cheris said as they walked toward the science building.
 
   “Don’t be. I’m glad you’re here. Both of you.”
 
   ****
 
   Geoff treated Janie and Cheris to a quick lunch before they headed to his house. The modern one story gray shuttered house barely registered as Cheris climbed the five stairs to the front porch. She followed Janie into what the woman had deemed ‘my room’, a neat space with a double bed, a cabinet, and an easel propped in the corner. Wild, colorful pictures of people on a main street setting dominated one wall of the room with another wall depicting a graphic scene of corpses in various states of decay.
 
   Cheris didn’t think she could sleep in here with the grotesque figures, but Janie pointed her to the other side of the bed which faced a blank wall with the cabinet and a window. They lay down, and to her surprise, Cheris fell asleep almost immediately.
 
   When she awoke later that afternoon, Janie was gone. Cheris sat on the edge of the bed orienting herself to where she was.
 
   Oh, right. Georgia. Geoff’s house. Janie’s room.
 
   Cheris glanced back at the skeleton wall.
 
   Ick.
 
   She stood and walked out of the room closing the door softly behind her. Hearing jazzy music, she followed the sound to Geoff’s living room where Janie sprawled across a leather recliner and Geoff sat at an oak desk in the corner typing at a computer.
 
   She was about to speak when a framed painting on the wall caught her eye. Drawn to the yellow and golden hues she approached the picture.
 
   Her jaw dropped as she recognized the woman lying in a suggestive pose on the wheat-painted field.
 
   She turned accusing eyes to Janie who had risen from her chair and shifted from one foot to the other refusing to meet her stare. Beyond her Geoff had joined them as well. With crossed arms he gazed at the framed print with a satisfied smile on his face.
 
   “What is this, Janie?” Cheris demanded.
 
   “It’s just a picture I did last year.”
 
   “Of me asleep?”
 
   “It’s not exactly you. The face is—”
 
   “Geoff, do you think this looks like me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Janie glared at her brother. “How about helping me out here, Bro?”
 
   Geoff shrugged. “I’m not going to lie. It looks exactly like her.”
 
   “I’ve never been asleep in a field. When did you do it?”
 
   “It…it…” Janie sighed. “You were at the apartment one night, and you fell asleep on the couch. You were so cute all curled up that I took a few pictures then converted them in this painting program I was fooling around with. Geoff saw it at the studio and really liked it so I gave it to him for Christmas.”
 
   “How could you?”
 
   “Well, I didn’t mean for anybody to really have it. I just needed a subject, and it’s your fault for falling asleep with that yellow shirt on and your red hair. The colors were too good, and the curves of your boobs against the—
 
   “Janie!”
 
   “Well, not like that. The curves and lines worked really well. It’s not like a painted you naked or anything. If I’d done that, it really wouldn’t have been you since I’ve never seen—”
 
   Cheris smacked her friend on the arm. “Don’t you even think about painting me without clothes on. I will kill you.”
 
   “Oww.”
 
   “It is beautiful.”
 
   Cheris’ face burned at Geoff’s comment. “Didn’t you think you should have told me, asked me for permission?”
 
   “It’s not you. Not really.” Janie placed her hand over the eyes and nose of the picture. “See? Your face is not this narrow. And that mouth? So not yours. I had to redo it because you were drooling in your sleep.”
 
   “It’s my mouth only closed.”
 
   “You think?” Janie squinted at the painting then shook her head. Turning to Cheris, she grasped the woman’s face between her fingers. “Relax your mouth and let me see.”
 
   Cheris shook off her friends hands. “Stop it. I am so mad at you right now.”
 
   “And you.” She turned to Geoff. “Why didn’t you tell me Janie… Wait a minute. Last Christmas? You’ve had this since last Christmas?”
 
   Geoff nodded.
 
   “But you…you didn’t even know me then.”
 
   “It’s one of Janie’s best, I think. I didn’t really know it was a real person until I recognized you on Hip Granny.”
 
   Cheris shook her head in astonishment. “But it just seems too much of a coincidence.”
 
   “It is too much of one. She was always talking about Cheris this and Cheris that. One day Janie was bragging about you being a computer guru, that Hip Granny had just posted a podcast of you. I got on there, watched it, and there was Woman in Gold.”
 
   “Woman in Gold?”
 
   “The name of the painting,” Janie supplied.
 
   “Oh.” Cheris sighed. “When you saw me at the gala, you knew exactly who I was.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She waved her arm at the wall before turning her back on it and glared at Janie. “You set me up.”
 
   “I didn’t make you eat that Alice in Wonderland crap then twist your arm to go all wedding bell crazy with my brother. That was your doing.”
 
   “Promise me you’ll never use my likeness again without asking me.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “Really promise. Pinky swear.”
 
   “What are we in fourth grade?”
 
   Cheris held out her hand. “Do it.”
 
   Janie huffed but hooked her finger through her friend’s. “Okay. Pinky swear.”
 
   ****
 
   The light clicked on waking Cheris up with its brightness.
 
   “What are you doing?” Cheris groused as she squinted at her wrist watch. “It’s the middle of the night.”
 
   “Sorry. I needed the light,” Janie said without a smidgeon of repentance as she stood in the room and stared at the door.
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. I’m going to paint.” She opened the cabinet revealing shelves of tubes of paint, brushes, and jars.
 
   “Right now?”
 
   “Yeah.” Taking a charcoal pencil, she sketched a long flowing line across the white wall.
 
   “How am I supposed to sleep?”
 
   “Get in Geoff’s bed.” Sitting on the floor, Janie quickly drew a clawed foot resting on the baseboard.
 
   “I’m not sleeping with him.”
 
   “He’s not here. He left about an hour ago.”
 
   Cheris sat up. “Why?”
 
   “He’s a geek. He spends most nights with his eye stuck to a telescope. He’ll never know you’re using his bed.” Another claw and a reptilian leg.
 
   “What if he comes back?”
 
   “Then keep it down when you jump him. I don’t want any distractions.” A second leg with a disturbingly large dewclaw.
 
   Cheris threw back the covers. Why couldn’t Geoff have a couch? Who owns a house and not a couch? It was absurd. She could stretch out on his recliner, she supposed.
 
   “Do you know where he keeps his blankets?”
 
   Janie exhaled in exasperation. She stomped over to the bed, grabbed the comforter and a pillow and shoved it in Cheris’ hands. “Here, though I don’t know why you need it. Geoff’s bed is plenty warm, I bet.” She returned to the wall scraping the charcoal up in a graceful mark against the white paint.
 
   “Why am I friends with you?”
 
   “Because you’ve got very bad taste in friends. Now quit bugging me before I lose this picture.”
 
   Cheris trudged to the living room to settle herself in one of the two recliners. Though it was dark, she could still make out most of her picture. She sighed as she stared at it. Janie had done a beautiful job.
 
   Still.
 
   It bothered Cheris to think about Janie painting it on the sly and it hanging on Geoff’s wall all this time.
 
   Minutes or hours later she awoke when the sound of the garage door opened then shut. Shortly thereafter Geoff walked into the dark room from the kitchen paused, then continued on into the hallway. Low voices and silence. Cheris shifted and slept until the aroma of coffee beckoned her.
 
   When she entered the kitchen, Geoff leaned against the counter sipping from a mug. He set it down when she approached.
 
   “Good morning. I see Janie’s midnight inspiration drove you out of the bedroom. Want some coffee?”
 
   “Sure. What time did you get in?”
 
   “Just before two. Want to come to work with me? Janie’s not going to be much company today.” Geoff poured her a cup of coffee and added some creamer from the refrigerator. He set it on the counter and gestured for her to take it.
 
   So when had he learned how she drank her coffee?
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “She’s in OCA mode.” At Cheris’ questioning look, he continued. “Obsessive Compulsive Artist. She’ll paint and sleep until she’s done with the wall. I’ve been through this several times with her. After she painted a scene of Auschwitz in the living room, I made her paint over it and relegated her to the guest bedroom for any future tormented artist inspirations.”
 
   Cheris grimaced. “I thought sleeping in there would give me nightmares.”
 
   “Yeah. The skeleton pile was after Dad had his heart attack. The people on the street is nice enough. She painted it when she came down for our twenty-fifth birthday.”
 
   “What about Auschwitz?”
 
   Geoff took a sip of his coffee before he answered. “She had some difficult things to happen around the time of her college graduation.”
 
   Oh.
 
   Once Cheris had commented on a dark scene Janie had painted in black, red, and gray which hung in Janie’s apartment. Janie had told her she’d named the picture Kaylis, in memory of a classmate that had been murdered a week before they graduated. Deciding Geoff’s vague answer was a cue not to pry, Cheris changed the subject.
 
   “I can hang out in the library at the Institute so I wouldn’t be in your way.”
 
   Geoff set his coffee cup on the counter and crossed his arms as he regarded her. “You’re welcome to stay in my office or sit in on any of my classes. We have an impressive media center and computer work-up station on campus.”
 
   Cheris brushed a strand of hair out of her face. “Do I have time to take a shower and get ready?”
 
   Geoff checked his watch. “I leave in forty-five minutes. If you need more time, I can meet you over there.”
 
   “That’s enough time.”
 
   ****
 
   Geoff exhaled the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding when he heard the bathroom door close down the hall.
 
   When Cheris had walked in the kitchen looking all rumpled and sexy, it had taken all Geoff had not to take her in his arms and kiss her. Instead, he’d played it cool and poured her coffee. He’d taken deep breaths and thought about chemical compositions instead of oogling the length of legs exposed past the cotton shorts she wore.
 
   Knowing she was in the bedroom down the hall had been enough to keep him awake until he’d thrown on some clothes and gone out to the observatory until he could barely keep his eyes open. Now that Janie was in full artist mode, she was going to be little help as a chaperone. And if she kept to her M.O. she’d up and disappear as soon as the wall was done without a word leaving Cheris here with him.
 
   On their honeymoon.
 
   How was he supposed to give her space to fall in love with him when she was sleeping in his front room and wandering around the house in shorts showing her killer legs?
 
   Driving with Cheris to Newbie River had Geoff so distracted he ran a red light. She’d worn a skirt which came mid-thigh when she sat next to him in the car.
 
   Plowing into another car because he couldn’t keep his attention on the road was not an option.
 
   He decided to mentally plot star courses until they got to the college.
 
   Once there he parked and they walked across campus to the math and science building. His basic physics class met first, and Cheris found a chair in the back row amid whispers, Geoff had no doubt, concerning her presence.
 
   To his surprise he made no mistakes during the lecture and went through a third of a bag of dum-dum suckers as he quizzed the students over the content of their reading and notes.
 
   All with his glasses on.
 
   And only a few glances to her legs.
 
   When all the students had gone, Cheris strolled to the front of the room. “How come you use a chalkboard?”
 
   “Because I like a chalkboard.”
 
   “But there’s a Smartboard in this room.” She sat down at the computer on the desk and began typing. The light on the smart projector illuminated the smooth surface on the screen.
 
   Yeah. He’d had the same gripe from the department chair, not to mention unearthing the portable chalkboard from the furnace room at the beginning of each semester.
 
   “A chalkboard is more efficient, and I’m not limited by the Smartboard programmers.”
 
   She clicked her tongue in disapproval. “You’re missing some great opportunities by refusing to use the technology readily available to you.” Coming around the desk, she picked up the marker from its holder.
 
   Janie was right. Cheris looked beautiful in yellow. Her shirt skimmed her curves and rested at her hip. She reached up and touched the pen icon then turned to him.
 
   “Whatever you write will be more attractive in color.”
 
   Geoff smiled. Exactly what he had been thinking though he’d have a little more color with her hair not pinned up.
 
   “And you can easily pull up a picture to illustrate your point.”
 
   She touched another icon, and a keyboard appeared. She pecked out the word molecule, then chose a model from a list.
 
   “See?”
 
   “I can draw that in less time than it takes you to find it. And besides.” Geoff picked up another marker. “This is wrong. The proportions are off.” He drew a similar model. “This is more accurate.”
 
   Cheris studied the two models then touched another icon at the top of the board. She moved her marker over the first picture and changed the size of the nucleus. “There. They’re the same now.”
 
   “Why would I want to go to all of that trouble when I can draw my own accurate model in the first place?”
 
   “Because it’s more interesting in color. And you can’t draw a photograph of Jupiter on a chalkboard.”
 
   “True enough. But unless you need to show a photograph or a complex picture, a chalkboard is the better choice. It’s simple and unpretentious. If the electricity or the wireless goes out, that Smartboard is useless.”
 
   “If the electricity goes out, your students won’t be able to see the chalkboard to take notes.”
 
   Geoff walked over to the window and opened the blinds. “Sure they can.”
 
   Cheris blinked at him. “You’d continue with class even with the electricity out?”
 
   “Why wouldn’t I? Unless it’s a night class, there’s no reason not to.”
 
   “There won’t be any air conditioning or heat.”
 
   Geoff shrugged. “It’ll take a good half-hour for there to be a noticeable temperature change in most of the classrooms. And anyway, if the students are a little uncomfortable, they’re more likely to stay awake and listen.”
 
   “They’re not going to listen to you. They’re going to be thinking how cold or hot they are.”
 
   Geoff tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Hmm. That might be a good experiment to have one of the study groups to undertake. If they learn better all warm and cozy with their blankies or in a straight chair with their feet in ice buckets.”
 
   Cheris giggled. “I hope you’re kidding.”
 
   “Sort of. The Institutional Review Board frowns on the professors performing experiments on their students. However I have found my classes learn better when food is involved as a reward.”
 
   “So that’s what the candy is about?”
 
   “Yeah. It also encourages participation and makes me seem less like an ogre who would continue lecturing even if the lights go out.”
 
   Cheris flashed him a smile that made his knees wobble. He pulled a sucker out of the bag on the desk and held it out to her.
 
   “What’s this for?” she asked as she took it from him. “I didn’t answer any questions.”
 
   “For a lively debate.” And looking like springtime in front of the Smartboard. “I’ve got a committee meeting in ten minutes. Want to meet up for lunch in the cafeteria?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Oh my ears and whiskers how late it’s getting!”
 
   —Alice in Wonderland by Lewis Carroll
 
    
 
   Obviously people had taken notice of Cheris and her connection with Geoff. He’d fielded several questions at the faculty meeting earlier in the day hoping to put off the inevitable discussion of moving to Cullsbair or the reasons for doing so. No matter what happened with him and Cheris, Geoff had committed himself to teaching in his hometown. It was a gamble he hoped would pay off, but if it didn’t, he would still be closer to family and have a great teaching and research position.
 
   When he walked into his Che 212 class the Smartboard displayed an Internet feed of the Hip Granny website. He watched fascinated as a video played from his parents’ anniversary party.
 
   Of him and Cheris kissing on the stairs.
 
   Hmmm. Good thing she wasn’t sitting in on this class.
 
   Congratulations, Geoff and Cheris, noted the script across the picture.
 
   Oh, boy. Had Cheris seen this?
 
   Another reason to despise the Smartboard, he supposed. He’d be willing to bet Cheris would be with him on this one.
 
   He picked up the remote and hit the power button. Turning to the men and women sitting silently before him, he picked up a piece of chalk and wrote the day’s lecture topic on the blackboard.
 
   “Dr. Arrowood?”
 
   “Yes, Haley?”
 
   “Did you get married over spring break?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is it true you’re leaving Newbie River and moving to Kentucky?”
 
   Obviously nothing was wrong with the rumor mill on campus. He’d tendered his resignation only yesterday.
 
   “Yes. But not until the summer. Let’s get back to—”
 
   “I didn’t know you were getting married,” Patrick Restull commented.
 
   “I may have neglected to mention it since it has nothing to do with college chemistry.”
 
   “You know Cheris is the technology chick on that website. Does she know you don’t let us use calculators on our tests?” Carter Stein added.
 
   “You ought to be able to work simple equations without a calculator, Carter.”
 
   “It must have been a small wedding if none of us got invited.”
 
   “You all want a pop test? I’ll be glad to write up a few problems on the board for you to solve.” Several groans emanated from his audience. “That’s what I thought. Now, let’s get back on topic. Who can tell me what characteristics are unique to metals?”
 
   ****
 
   When Geoff drove Cheris back to his house, they found the scent of paint heavy in the air.
 
   “She’s still at it, I guess,” Cheris commented as they walked into the kitchen from the garage.
 
   Geoff hung his key ring on a hook next to the light switch. “If she’s consistent with her past behavior, she’ll paint until she’s done.”
 
   “I think I’ll check on her.” Setting her purse down on the floor next to the dining table, Cheris continued to the bedroom door and knocked.
 
   No answer.
 
   Pushing it open, she saw Janie standing on a step ladder stroking the wall with a brush. She still wore the clothes she’d gone to bed in the night before, and her hair was in a tight ponytail.
 
   “Janie? You okay?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Want to go get something to eat?”
 
   “No.” Her hand never paused. “You guys go on.”
 
   Cheris stepped into the room to see what she’d painted.
 
   “Get out, Cheris. I’m not done yet.”
 
   It was an outdoor scene in lush greens and plants of every color, but a large white hole remained in the center where she hadn’t painted yet. “I need to get my suitcase.”
 
   “I put it in the hall.”
 
   Cheris backed out and shut the door behind her. Geoff leaned against the wall where her suitcase had been placed.
 
   “I’ve been kicked out.”
 
   Geoff picked up the bag and carried it to his room. “You can sleep in here.”
 
   Setting the case on the floor, he turned to face Cheris where she stood on the threshold. With maroon walls and gold curtains lining the windows, his bedroom was unlike what she expected.
 
   “I can’t take your bed.”
 
   A nice bed it was, too. The antique mahogany four poster topped with a brown and gold comforter dominated the room. A matching bureau with mirror was the only other piece of furniture.
 
   “Sure you can. I’ll be at the observatory most of the night anyway.”
 
   “Do you go out every night?”
 
   “When it’s a new moon, yes, and especially with no cloud cover. Tonight it’s supposed to be clear. A good night for viewing.”
 
   Cheris walked over to the bed and ran her hand over one of the posts, admiring the carved wood. “This is beautiful.”
 
   “It was my grandparent’s bed. When I bought the house, Grandma gave me her bedroom suit.”
 
   Cheris’ bed at home had been a mattress on the floor. When she’d moved to Cullsbaeir she’d bought a second hand bed from a consignment store. She’d never owned anything as exquisite as this.
 
   Glancing up, she caught Geoff’s reflection in the mirror. Behind his glasses his gaze caressed hers, made her heart beat hard in her chest. Gripping the post, she turned to face him wanting.…
 
   What?
 
   Before she could name the emotion, Geoff left the room without a word.
 
   Don’t go.
 
   Why not?
 
   I want him to stay. Here. I want to….
 
   You want to…?
 
   Cheris closed her eyes in frustration. The voices were back. She shushed both of them and followed the sounds of the faucet running where Geoff filled a pasta pot full of water in the kitchen sink.
 
   “Spaghetti okay with you for supper?” he asked without looking up.
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Great. There are fixings for salad in the fridge. Want to put one together?”
 
   Cheris dutifully opened the refrigerator door and pulled the crisper to retrieve the ingredients. By the time they sat down together at the table, the tension she’d felt in the bedroom was gone. Cheris quizzed Geoff about the other projects his class had presented and what he expected for tomorrow’s small groups. Janie was a no-show for the meal as Geoff had predicted though Cheris did fix her a plate and took it to her. Sitting it inside the room, she noted the other woman asleep in the bed, the light still on.
 
   Closing the door softly behind her, Cheris returned to the kitchen as Geoff began to wash dishes.
 
   “You’re good to her,” he commented. “She appreciates it though I’m sure she’s never told you.”
 
   “How do you know?” Cheris wet a sponge and wiped the table.
 
   “For close to a year she’d been telling me about you. ‘Cheris brought me something to eat today.’ ‘Cheris gave me balloons for my birthday.’ ‘Cheris came to pick me up when I got drunk at Crazy Eddie’s.’”
 
   “She was really drunk that night. I took her home with me and woke her up every two hours to give her water to drink.” Cheris wiped down the counters and the stove. “That’s a trick my mom told me about. If you drink plenty of water after getting drunk, your hangover isn’t so bad the next day. I guess it helps to have a lush for a mom.”
 
   “That kind of knowledge is more useful than what my mom taught me.”
 
   “What was that? Which fork to eat your salad with?” She paused in her task to look at Geoff.
 
   He quirked an eyebrow. “How many forks did you see me eat with tonight?”
 
   “One.”
 
   “Then obviously it wasn’t that. It was the Foxtrot.” He wiped his hands on a towel and pulled her into his arms.
 
   “What’re you doing?” Cheris gasped.
 
   “Showing you how much smarter your mom is than mine.” Geoff adjusted her arm by nudging it with his. “This is a proper dance so no grabbing butts. Rest your arm on mine.”
 
   Cheris rested her hand on his shoulder as he held her other hand in his.
 
   “Good. Now, I’m going to step forward with my left foot so you have to step back with your right.” With his thigh, he pressed into hers. “Then my right foot, your left and we move to the side.”
 
   Cheris stepped on his foot as they moved out of the kitchen. “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem. Try it again. Back right, then left, now to the side. Let’s do a corner step to get out of the way of the table. Back right. You always go back right first. Then left.”
 
   Cheris stepped on his foot again. “Sorry.” She looked down to watch their moves. “Maybe I should take off my shoes.”
 
   “If you take off your shoes, it will really hurt when I step on your feet. Now slide.” He moved them to the right. “And we turn a bit. You see how lame this is? What good did it do me in college?”
 
   “Like I’m sure you partied there,” Cheris commented as she tried to follow Geoff’s lead.
 
   “I tried. The first time I drank, I was so sick, I couldn’t eat for three days. Your little tip could have saved me a lot of trouble. As far as what my mom considered necessary knowledge, I never danced with a woman. Never.”
 
   “Until when?”
 
   “Until now. Pathetic, right?” Geoff dropped his hands and stepped away from her.
 
   “Probably when your mom was dating, it was necessary knowledge. You know, with cotillions and the country club and such. But with our generation, it’s different.”
 
   “Different how?”
 
   “How we socialize. Date.” Cheris folded her arms. “Think about what we’ve done since the gala. Movies. Watching television. Swimming. Eating. The Park. Playing games on the Internet. Texting. Even though…” Cheris dropped her gaze in embarrassment. “The dancing was nice.” Doing her best Groucho Marx, she quipped. “I could dance with you until the cows came home. On second thought I’d rather dance with the cows until you came home.”
 
   Geoff laughed, and Cheris smiled in response. For a moment they studied each other.
 
   “Do you…want to dance? There’s more to the Foxtrot I could show you if you’re interested.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Geoff moved the recliner from the middle of the room next to where the other one sat against the wall.
 
   “There. That’ll give us some space.” He grasped her fingers and placed his other hand on her shoulder blade. Remembering her stance, she settled her arm on his and tilted her head back to watch him.
 
   “One thing to remember is if you slide your feet as we’re going forward and back, you’re less likely to step on your partner. Not that I mind, but this part of the dance is more of a shuffle than a step. And it’s slower, too. When we move side to side, then we’ll step and pick up the pace. Ready?”
 
   Cheris nodded wondering if the butterflies in her stomach were from learning to dance or being so close to Geoff. As they danced to bluesy music from the Bose and Cheris became more comfortable with the steps, she relaxed into him.
 
   “You’re a good teacher,” she said as she slid her hand further up his shoulder.
 
   “Maybe there’s some use in knowing the Foxtrot after all.”
 
   “What? Something to do because you don’t own a TV?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Leaning in a bit more she rested her head against his chest. This was nice. “It is weird that you don’t own one.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “A TV.” His heart beat against her ear.
 
   “Oh.” His fingers flexed against hers.
 
   “How come you don’t?” Cheris stopped moving her feet and leaned back to see his face.
 
   Still embraced, Geoff stared down at her. He shrugged. “It’s a distraction I don’t need although…” His caramel eyes sparkled warming her.
 
   Tingles began in her stomach and radiated outward.
 
   His face lowered a fraction.
 
   He’s going to kiss me.
 
   Okay?
 
   Yes.
 
   “Although?” Cheris whispered and lifted her face.
 
   “Although there are probably a few things worth watching.” Geoff’s lips punctuated hers at the last word. His mouth opened, and she tasted his warmth, the tingle of pepper and oregano which lingered on both of their tongues. Dropping her hand, Geoff wrapped his arm around her body and brought her flush against him.
 
   Cheris felt the corded muscle of his shoulders and back beneath his Oxford shirt examining the curves and planes of this man. The well-defined body she’d seen the night they’d swum in the pool attested to the fact that he frequently worked out on the exercise machines in the third bedroom of his house. Geoff also sought contact for his fingers kneaded the skin of the small of her back as his mouth left hers to rain kisses down to her neck.
 
   Cheris arched her shoulder to accommodate the attention to her skin he’d pushed her shirt aside to reveal. Fire licked at her wherever he touched. She even heard….
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   Beep? Beep? Beep?
 
   “Geoff, I hear something,” she whispered.
 
   “Ignore it,” he said against her collarbone. He must have undone a few of the buttons. Yes, he had. One hand was cupping her bare shoulder now.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Geoff lifted his head. “It’s my watch. It’ll stop in about thirty seconds” He kissed her again.
 
   Cheris’ fingers moved to his shirt buttons and had three undone by the time the watch was silent again.
 
   He was wearing an undershirt.
 
   What a shame.
 
   She wanted to see his chest, this time close enough to touch. Maybe she’d even get to the BVDs. Oh, he’d looked gorgeous at the edge of the pool trying to entice her out with the blanket. If she hadn’t freaked out because of the cops, she could have appreciated the view a little more.
 
   Another button, and she was nearly to his waistband. Pulling the material from his pants, she had the shirt completely open all without breaking contact with his lips. She grinned against his mouth in triumph.
 
   Progress.
 
   Sliding her hands up, she peeled the Oxford away from his shoulders and tugged it off his arms.
 
   The watch beeped again, and she glanced at the clock on the wall. Twenty after nine. Why was his watch beeping now?
 
   He pulled off the shirt and pressed the side of his watch until the sound ceased.
 
   “Why is your watch beeping?”
 
   Cheris loved the undershirt. James Dean with glasses.
 
   Geoff shook his head. “Don’t ask.”
 
   Skimming under the material, she splayed her fingers on his stomach gazing at him to gage his reaction. “Is it bad?”
 
   “Really bad.” Geoff worked on her shirt now, his hands fumbling over her breasts as he slid the buttons through their holes until he pulled her blouse aside to kiss her shoulder.
 
   “You have to take your medicine?”
 
   “No,” reverberated against her skin.
 
   “Appointment?”
 
   He growled and pushed down her bra strap. Cheris closed her eyes and sighed in pleasure when he nibbled at the tender skin at the inside curve of her arm. His mouth sought hers again, and she realized his glasses were gone now.
 
   What had Annie said about taking the glasses off?
 
   That simple gesture demonstrates a deliberate willingness to show your deep affection.
 
   Deep affection.
 
   Lovely.
 
   Cheris reaching behind her to unhook her bra, but Geoff’s hand grasped hers.
 
   Hugging her to him, his mouth whispered in her ear, “Don’t.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “If you take any more of your clothes off, I’m going to stay here and love you for the rest of the night. And I can’t do that because people are depending on me to be somewhere else right now.” His fingers traced a pattern on her back and ran under the elastic cloth.
 
   From his pants pocket, his cell phone rang.
 
   His sigh rustled her hair and tickled her ear.
 
   “Is that call from the people depending on you?”
 
   “Most assuredly.”
 
   Cheris stepped back and out of his embrace. “A new moon and no cloud cover.”
 
   “Yes, dammit.” He picked up his glasses from the bookshelf behind him. Adjusting them on his face, he grimaced. “I’ve had this set up for months. Way before…”
 
   “Way before me.” She nodded as she smiled at him enjoying his reluctance to leave.
 
   “If it were only me, there would be no question about staying.” His gaze traveled over her. “I don’t want to go.”
 
   “I know. I’ll be here when you get back.” Cheris walked toward him and placed her hands on his cheeks. She brushed her lips against his. “Maybe a big ol’ thunderstorm will come up and you can get back sooner.”
 
   “Yeah. That’d be good. We’ll hope for that.”
 
   She gently pushed him away, picked up his shirt, and handed it to him. She retreated to the other side of the room so she wouldn’t be tempted to wrap herself around him and ask him to forget about the people depending on him. “Go on then. See you after while.”
 
   He shrugged into it. “In my bed, right? You’re not sleeping in the recliner again, are you?”
 
   Cheris smiled and shook her head.
 
   “Good.” Striding to her, Geoff cupped her waist with both hands and kissed her. Drawing back he sighed then brushed her lips again. “Last one,” he muttered against her mouth and withdrew. Heading to the kitchen he began buttoning up his shirt. “Call me if you need anything, okay?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   He disappeared into the other room. Cheris heard the clink of his keys and the squeak of the kitchen door. Immediately the mechanical sound of the garage opening reached her.
 
   Ohmygosh. Ohmygosh. Ohmygosh.
 
   What had happened?
 
   She pulled her shirt together and took several calming breaths.
 
   First they were dancing, and it had been fun. Then she’d asked why he didn’t have a television, and he’d kissed her, and, oh, boy had she kissed him back.
 
   He’d unbuttoned her shirt, and she’d undone his. He’d stopped her at the bra, saying he had to leave, but he’d be back later.
 
   And they’d have sex.
 
   Her stomach flipped, and she gripped her middle.
 
   That’s a good thing, right?
 
   It didn’t mean they’d have to stay together forever. She could still get the divorce after the two weeks if she wanted to. This was just a natural progression to their relationship. They’d already done it anyway in the hotel. She just couldn’t remember. It’d be good to know if she liked it, if he was sweet and tender like she thought he’d be.
 
   A voice surfaced from her subconscious: It’ll be good, baby. You’ll see.
 
   A brief flash came to her of being pinned with her back against cold stone, a hard male body at her front, and fighting fear, trying to stay calm.
 
   Get off of me!
 
   Cheris gasped. Had she remembered something else from the night at the Gala? Had Geoff forced himself on her?
 
   Nausea rose up inside her, and she swallowed a few times trying not to throw up.
 
   No.
 
   Geoff wasn’t like that. Not once. Not once had he ever given her reason to be afraid.
 
   Right?
 
   What, then, was she remembering?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   One of the strange things about living in the world is that it is only now and then one is quite sure one is going to live forever and ever and ever…. Then sometimes the immense quiet of the dark blue at night with millions of stars waiting and watching makes one sure; and sometimes a sound of far-off music makes it true; and sometimes a look in some one’s eyes.
 
   —The Secret Garden by Francis Hodgson Burnett
 
    
 
   The tail lights of three school buses shone as they rumbled toward the main road taking the high school students away from the field night onsite expedition Geoff and the high school science teachers organized each year in March.
 
   Geoff walked back across the field to the top of the gently sloped hill where Joel was already setting up his telescope.
 
   Joel and Tony were the most committed of his star-gazing colleagues. Joel, chair of the music department at Newbie River Institute, had founded the astronomy club before Geoff had arrived five years ago. He and Geoff had done most of the work to set up the observatory on the four back acres of his land. Tony’s passion for astronomy had him out here most nights. Geoff knew his dream was to discover and name a comet.
 
   “Man, I’m glad that’s over. I don’t know why we have to go through this every year,” Tony complained. “Half those kids use it as an excuse to hide behind the observation buildings and make out.”
 
   “We do it because some of the kids are actually interested and might want to get into amateur astronomy,” Geoff returned.
 
   “Geoff, you had me scared when you were late. If Tony and I had had to play star guides to those hoodlums there would have been a disaster of cosmic proportions. Now that they’re gone, I can get my scope out without worrying about some teenager knocking it over.”
 
   “Guys, I think I’m going to call it a night,” Geoff said eliciting groans from his friends.
 
   “I knew it. You go and get married and now you’re too busy screwing your wife to star gaze.”
 
   “Watch your mouth, Tony. I’m out here now, aren’t I?”
 
   Joel opened the back of his SUV, and began unloading equipment. “I don’t blame you, Geoff. If she drove all the way down here, she’s probably pissed that you’re not at home.”
 
   Geoff pulled Joel’s folding chair out of the vehicle and carried it to where the man was laying a tarp on the ground. “She didn’t come here voluntarily. My sister Janie suckered her into a road trip and didn’t tell her she was bringing her here. Want your trunk out here too?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   The two men retrieved a large wood trunk housing Joel’s telescope equipment.
 
   “Seems like she’d be glad to be here if you two just got married last week.”
 
   “She’s not sure she wants to be married to me.” Kneeling with care, they set the heavy box on the ground.
 
   “Puzzling.”
 
   They straightened and walked back to get Joel’s telescope.
 
   “We got married on the spur of the moment. She’s got all these hang-ups because her mother serviced half the state of West Virginia if you know what I mean.”
 
   Joel shook his head sorrowfully while Tony’s laugh rang across the hill. “How much does she charge, and is she hot?” He called, “I’d drive across the state line for a little servicing.”
 
   Crap. He hadn’t meant for Tony to hear what he’d said. “She’s not a hooker, you ass. She just had a lot of boyfriends.”
 
   “Even better. I won’t have to pay to play.”
 
   “I’ve never met the woman, but I doubt she’d get close enough to touch you.”
 
   “I’m with Geoff on this one,” Joel said as he adjusted the legs of a metal stand. “Tony, you smell like you haven’t had a bath in a month. Didn’t you notice how none of the kids would stand within three feet of you?”
 
   “I’m allergic to antiperspirant, and being around all those obnoxious teenagers makes me sweat. I hate field night.”
 
   “The grant I get us for field night pays for six months of electricity and water for out here,” Geoff commented. “So unless you want to start running an extension cord a half a mile to power your laptop or driving home every time your irritable bowel syndrome acts up, you need to get over it.”
 
   “Yeah, Tony. No one’s used that bathroom more than you. Go make a pot of coffee for us.”
 
   “Why do I have to do it?”
 
   “Because I’m the president of the amateur astronomy club, and I’m telling you to.”
 
   “You’re the president, but you act like a dictator.” Dutifully Tony headed to the headquarters, a low cinderblock building at the edge of the field sporting an office, meeting room, storage space, and a lavatory.
 
   “Geoff, would you give me a hand with this?”
 
   Geoff held the stand while Joel set his telescope on it, then tightened the nut over a screw at the scope’s base to hold it in place.
 
   Joel glanced up and asked in a lowered voice. “So if she doesn’t want to be married, are you two fighting all the time?”
 
   “No. We get along really well actually though she doesn’t quite trust me. I’m trying to take it slow. Let her get to know me, see that unlike her mother, some relationships can work out.”
 
   “Want my advice?” the older man asked. He’d been married for thirty years so Geoff thought the offer was a sincere one.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Don’t have sex with her. Instead just hold her, cuddle her at night. Women need that touch without the bang bang. They crave it.”
 
   Geoff flinched. “Joel, that’s a tall order. I think I finally have her where she’s willing to do something.”
 
   “Don’t. If you love her, I mean. You wait and show her affection first. Convince her being married to you is a good thing. Don’t you know you demonstrate more love with your arms around her than your genitalia inside of her?”
 
   “Can’t I do both?”
 
   “Impossible if she’s having doubts. Sex is one of the most self-centered physical acts we commit because it’s about getting the climax by benefit of another person’s body.” He looked through the eyepiece of the telescope and adjusted the grips.
 
   “But if she orgasms, too, then it’s mutually beneficial.”
 
   “You’re trying to justify getting off with her.”
 
   “I had her stripping for me three hours ago.”
 
   “You think any of her mama’s boyfriends ever offered to cuddle the woman when she took her clothes off? I guarantee you every one of them got their rocks off and to hell with what she really needed.”
 
   Dammit. Joel was making too much sense.
 
   “Trust me, Geoff. I know. Patty was raped before I met and married her. Hey.” He stepped aside and gestured for Geoff to look into the telescope. “Take a look at this. What is that?”
 
   “I’m sorry about Patty. I didn’t know.”
 
   “Why would you? My point in telling you is she and I had to create a galaxy of good will and love before we brought sex into it because sex meant something ugly to her even if the sex felt good with me. Do you understand?”
 
   “Unfortunately, I do.” Geoff peered into the eyepiece.
 
   “Good man.”
 
   “Did you clean the lens? You either have lint on the glass or you’ve discovered a celestial object.”
 
   Opening a small plastic case, Joel retrieved some window cleaner and a cloth. “Why don’t you stay out here a while and let the chilly night air cool down your mojo before you go home to your wife? What’d you say her name was?”
 
   “Cheris.”
 
   ****
 
   Some time in the night Cheris awoke when the bed dipped with Geoff’s weight. She turned her head toward him holding her breath and waiting. Dreading yet anticipating. He sat on the bed’s edge, his back to her. Stretching he pushed back the covers and swung his legs onto the mattress then folded the pillow under his head.
 
   He yawned as he lay on his side away from her.
 
   Seriously? He was going to sleep?
 
   “I’m awake,” she whispered.
 
   Geoff flipped on his back. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to wake you.”
 
   “It’s okay.” Cheris’ skin tingled in anticipation.
 
   Nothing.
 
   “Do you,” Cheris expelled a breath, “want to kiss me?”
 
   “Very much.”
 
   Her muscles tensed, but she willed herself to relax.
 
   He closed the distance between them, and leaning over her he paused. “I like you here.” He kissed her cheek and lay back down throwing his arm over her body and pulling her to his side.
 
   She gave him two minutes to make his move, and he didn’t.
 
   What was he waiting for? She was ready to do this. She’d shaved her legs all the way up to her thighs.
 
   “I thought you were going to love me all night.”
 
   His mouth curved upward. “It’s nearly four. That’s not nearly enough time to love you.”
 
   “So what? All I get is like?”
 
   “No. You get it all.”
 
   What’s that mean? She blinked at him. She’d resolved that they could have sex. Now she was throwing herself at him, and he was talking in riddles. “You’re a pedophile, aren’t you? You wanted the teaching job all along, and I’m a cover so they don’t suspect.”
 
   Geoff gripped her body, and turning his, he spooned her. She gasped when she felt his erection against the back of her thighs.
 
   “I want you. I want to make love to you. Do you believe me?” he murmured in her ear.
 
   Not trusting herself to speak, she nodded her head.
 
   “But I need you to know I can sleep with you and not make love to you. That’s loving you, too, for what’s left of tonight.”
 
   “You need more than three hours to love me?”
 
   His hand found hers, and he interlaced their fingers. “Absolutely.”
 
   “How long does it take you?” Cheris was torn between fascination and fear. What kind of technique did he have?
 
   “Oh, I don’t know. Four or five.”
 
   “Four or five hours?”
 
   “Lifetimes. Can we go to sleep now?”
 
   “You’re crazy.”
 
   “Yeah. So, I’ve been told.”
 
   Cheris squeezed his hand in response. How could he expect her to sleep when he’d just uttered the most romantic thing she’d ever heard in her life? No movie she’d seen could even come close.
 
   ****
 
   The next morning when Cheris awoke, Geoff was still beside her.
 
   She’d heard his alarm clock buzz at six-thirty. She’d watched him rise up, hit the top of it, and lie back down before pulling her against him. And she’d drifted off to sleep with a smile on her face as he’d snuggled against her. She’d slept with him, and they’d actually slept.
 
   Now the clock read a quarter to eight in the morning.
 
   On his stomach, he had an arm thrown across her body, his hand curved around her hip. She was safe with him. His body next to her in bed was comfortable. Excitement prickled her skin when she realized the intimacy of being in bed even if he had chosen to forego the sex.
 
   Cheris reached over and smoothed his hair across his scalp.
 
   He took a deep breath and rolled on his side. Opening his eyes, he blinked a few times at her.
 
   “What do you see?” she asked wondering without his glasses what he could see.
 
   “A vision.”
 
   “What time’s your first class?”
 
   “Eight o’clock.”
 
   “Geoff,” she exclaimed. “You only have fifteen minutes to get there.”
 
   Geoff jumped up and dashed to his closet grabbing his glasses off the dresser on the way. From her vantage point, Cheris enjoyed watching the nearly naked man pull slacks from the closet and step into them then grab an undershirt from one of the drawers. He strode to the bathroom and shut the door.
 
   When he came out, he had the undershirt on and reached into the closet again, this time retrieving an Oxford and a sport coat. “I can come back at eleven, and we’ll go out to lunch. Okay?”
 
   Without waiting for a response, he left the bedroom, and the house.
 
   Lunch sounded good.
 
   Being here with Geoff was good.
 
   “Hey.” Janie stood at the door in the same clothes she’d worn for three days.
 
   “Hi.” Cheris sat up and leaned against the bedframe. “How’s your wall coming along?”
 
   “Pretty well. Geoff installed canvas covers over the actual walls in there so if I ever want to take the pieces, I could.” Janie entered the room and sat on the bed’s edge. “You and he are doing okay, it seems.”
 
   Cheris nodded. “I think so, but you and I need to get back soon. I worry about leaving Timmy alone this long.”
 
   “I’ll be done tomorrow at the very latest.”
 
   ****
 
   Because Geoff had no afternoon classes, he and Cheris came back to the house after lunch. When they pulled into the driveway, Janie’s car was missing.
 
   “We should have taken her to lunch with us,” Cheris commented. “She said she was getting close to finishing.”
 
   “I doubt she would have agreed to go.” Geoff guided the vehicle into the garage. They left the SUV and walked into the kitchen.
 
   “Wonder where she is.”
 
   “Maybe she’d done, and she went to grab a bite to eat.”
 
   Cheris excused herself to use the restroom.
 
   “She’s gone!” Cheris exclaimed, a piece of paper clutched in her hand. She marched out of the bathroom and held up the note up to Geoff.
 
   Gone back to Cullsbaeir. I’ll take care of Timmy ‘til you get back. Janie.
 
   “She left me here on purpose.” Cheris snatched her phone out of her purse and punched Janie’s number on her keypad. Of course, the jerk didn’t pick up. Pushing the end button, she huffed. “I talked to her this morning. She didn’t say a thing about going.”
 
   “Yeah. When she gets in that artist mode, she has little regard for anyone else.” Geoff opened the guest bedroom door and walked inside.
 
   Cheris followed him.
 
   Before them a colorful depiction of the Garden of Eden covered the wall with a beautiful crouching dragon dominating the scene. His wings stretched up behind him and his face seemed more playful than sinister. Eve stood naked before him, gazing longingly at the beast as her arm stretched up for an apple hanging from a shimmering tree. Behind her, Adam glowered at Eve, his dirty claw-like hand reaching for her.
 
   “I can’t believe she did this in two days. It’s incredible.” Cheris pointed to the woman. “She’s painted herself as Eve.”
 
   “Yes, and this,” Geoff indicated Adam, “is Bobby. See his tattoo? The dragon, though. That’s an interesting addition to the Garden of Eden story.”
 
   Realization dawned on Cheris. “Oh, my gosh. David Denton said something to her about what the serpent would look like before God’s curse.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Her new boyfriend. He’s a minister.”
 
   Geoff burst into laughter.
 
   “He is. That’s why she’s so upset.”
 
   “Hmm. Look.” Geoff stepped to the wall. Without touching the painting, he traced the lines on the animal’s scales. A capitalized D hung from the corner of another one in a monogram near the dragon’s breast. “He’s the dragon.”
 
   “Wow. That’s different.”
 
   “That’s my sister.”
 
   ****
 
   Things were moving fast.
 
   But it was okay.
 
   Cheris and Geoff had met with Larry Preston when they’d come back to Cullsbaeir over the weekend, and Larry had disclosed he and her boss had negotiated using the dream house as a backdrop for the wedding line on Hip Granny’s website.
 
   When Cheris had called Bill Connors to verify the story, he’d confirmed it.
 
   With an offer of a six month lease, Cheris waited until she met with Bill before deciding. Geoff had gone back to Georgia, and Cheris had gone back to work on Monday to discuss her career options.
 
   On Monday she sat before Bill in his office wearing her best business woman suit and her hair in a neat chignon. “What are your terms?”
 
   He opened a drawer, pulled out a stapled document and pushed it across his desk toward her. “Double your salary. You come public as Cheris the newlywed. Daily blogs and ad ops. Weekly webcasts on wedding planning and domestic topics, including spots at businesses.”
 
   “Weekly?”
 
   “It doesn’t have to focus on you. And none of Geoff. Weddings are women’s realm. I’d like to have him as completely absent. It lends to the mystery and the everyman aspect of the groom.”
 
   “And also you wouldn’t have to pay him if he doesn’t have an active role on the site.”
 
   Bill chewed on his cigar. “There is that.”
 
   Like he hadn’t already thought of it.
 
   Bill’s chair squeaked as he straightened and spoke. “I want your matter-of-fact approach here like you’ve done for the computer tech stuff. You’re smart and practical. The market will respect your opinion. And you’re pretty, so that makes you attractive to the wanna-be brides on the net. It’s a brilliant move for us. We’ll progressively transition from Hip Granny to a more general advice and market online shop with a host team approach. That way if in two years you decide you don’t want to do it anymore, we’re not in a lurch.”
 
   “Two years?”
 
   “For you on the wedding site.”
 
   “What about the house? If you want it for Net Enterprises, why not lease it yourself? Why try to manipulate me and Geoff into it?”
 
   “Babe…”
 
   Cheris stood up to leave.
 
   “Sorry. Sorry.” Bill stood and hurried around the desk raising his arms in a placating gesture. “Cheris, Larry and I are old friends. We happened to be on the golf course the other day, and you and the house came up. But I’m not into real estate. If Net Enterprises gets into property rental and purchase, it’ll create all kinds of headaches I don’t want to fool with. But Larry sees it as an opportunity. That’s why he’s willing to rent it to you so cheap. We’ll contract with him through you for on location webcasts to do with setting up housekeeping. It’s ingenious.”
 
   “Why weren’t you and he just upfront with me about it?”
 
   “Because you were on your honeymoon. Milt said leave you alone, but Larry?” Bill shook his head and laughed. “He’s on a scent. He’s overzealous, but that’s why he’s the best realtor in the state.” Going over to the chair she had vacated, he patted the back of it. “Come. Sit back down.” He crossed the office and settled back in his chair as Cheris sat down. “Don’t move in the house if you don’t want to. Don’t sign the contract, but I’m telling you, I think the setting is perfect. You can live in one part of the house, and we can do the spots in the other. It’s convenient without being intrusive. And with your name on the lease, you have more control. Do you see that?”
 
   “Yes, I do.”
 
   “Okay. Well, those are the terms.” Bill eyed her for a few moments. “I’ll give you a couple of days to read it over and think about it. Milton is coming back into town Thursday. We’ll meet with him if you decide you want to do this.”
 
   It didn’t take long.
 
   Bill had wisely created a position for her so that she could host the wedding site without infringing on her private life. No matter what she and Geoff decided personally, she’d have a raise and control over much of the content.
 
   By Thursday she’d moved into the role of the online newlywed and brought two advertising contracts along with a timeline for the upcoming month to her meeting with Bill and Milton.
 
   With Monnie’s after-the-fact wedding shower coming up, Cheris had already made three webcasts at area stores as she picked out china patterns and registered for gifts while Rhoderman worked the camera. His awkward countenance and her accompanying banter had Milton over the moon and Bill scrambling to negotiate a new contract with Rhoderman as the geeky sidekick cameraman on Cheris’ wedding adventures.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   “Don’t have a mother”, he said. Not only had he no mother, but he had not the slightest
 
   desire to have one. He thought them very over-rated persons.
 
   —Peter Pan by J.M. Barrie
 
    
 
   Cheris smiled as she unwrapped a silver rimmed glass salad bowl. The name on the card was unfamiliar. She handed it to Geoff who sat next to her. He read the script and nodded. “They are Mom and Dad’s next door neighbors.” Glancing around the room, he searched for them. “Very nice. Thank you.”
 
   “Yes, Thank you,” Cheris added.
 
   “Such nice manners,” a raspy voiced declared. “Hard to believe you’re my kid.” Sarah McDowell stood in the doorway, her flinty gaze piercing her daughter’s.
 
   Cheris heart stopped.
 
   Mama.
 
   How had she gotten here, and why?
 
   “Guess you wasn’t going to tell me about your party or gettin’ married.”
 
   Oh, no. Please.
 
   The last thing Cheris wanted was her mother making a scene in front of Geoff’s family and their friends.
 
   She glanced at Rhoderman who held a small camera in front of his face.
 
   Or the world wide web.
 
   Rhoderman lowered the camera.
 
   The room was completely silent, and Gerald, Mom’s boss, appeared and stood behind her. He waved to Cheris, his mouth crooked in a half grin.
 
   Monnie stood and approached Sarah and Gerald, a welcoming smile on her face. “Bless your hearts for coming all this way. How wonderful to have you.” She reached over and hugged Sarah, startling her though the woman accepted the embrace. “I’m Monnie, the groom’s mother. It’s so nice to finally meet you. I’m glad you got the invitation.”
 
   Sarah studied Monnie. “Did you know about me? ‘Cause I sure as hell didn’t know about you.”
 
   Monnie chuckled. “Young people.” She shook her head. “Too busy living their lives to stop and tell us about it.” She offered her hand to Gerald. “Hello. You must be…”
 
   “Gerald Smithson.” He shook the hand she offered before pulling her to him in a bear hug. “I’m Sarah’s boss, and today I’m her driver since she lost her license for that DUI back in aught eight.”
 
   The affectionate pose elicited a surprised yelp from Monnie, but she recovered quickly.
 
   “It was oh-seven, Gerald, and I’ll thank you not to air my dirty laundry in front of Cheris’ new family.”
 
   “Mama—”
 
   “You finally got you a family you don’t have to be ashamed of.”
 
   “Oh, Sarah. I’m thrilled to pieces you’re here,” Monnie said, “May I get you and Gerald something to drink? We’ve got punch and just about anything else you’d like.”
 
   Sarah turned back to Monnie, and Cheris held her breath hoping Sarah wouldn’t cuss her out. For ten seconds they stared at each other.
 
   “I’ll take some punch. I’m a recovering alcoholic,” she stated in her no nonsense way. “So if it’s got liquor in it, you better just give me water.”
 
   “I’ll take whatever’s handy,” Gerald added.
 
   “Please have a seat if you like.” Monnie called for her husband. “Chip? Would you get Sarah and Gerald settled?”
 
   At her bidding, Chip moved to help the newcomers find a place to sit. Geoff wrapped his arm around Cheris’ waist and leaned in to her.
 
   “Want me to open the next one?” he murmured to her.
 
   She nodded blinking quickly so that the tears in her eyes wouldn’t fall.
 
   Monnie had invited her mom? Why? Why was her mom even here? Cheris hadn’t even talked to the woman since Mother’s Day last year when she’d called her an ungrateful daughter and hung up on her.
 
   Geoff pulled a gaily wrapped box from the mound of gifts on the table next to them. He opened it, made the appropriate responses, and opened the next several before calling for a break. Monnie stepped in and invited everyone to refresh their plates. Grasping Cheris’ hand, Geoff led her out of the room, and down the hall to the den under the stairs where they had kissed when she’d had Sunday lunch here several weeks ago.
 
   Geoff shut the door and locked it before pulling her into his arms and holding her tightly to him. The gesture was to offer comfort and strength. For a moment they stayed in that position until Geoff kissed the top of her head and stepped back.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Geoff. If I had any idea your mom was planning on inviting her, I would have—”
 
   “No, I’m sorry. Mom should have okayed it with you.”
 
   “I can’t go back out there. Not with her here,” Cheris said brokenly.
 
   “Okay.” He nodded.
 
   “What do you mean ‘okay’? I have to go back out there.”
 
   “No, you don’t. Not if you don’t want to.”
 
   “What about the party?”
 
   Geoff shrugged. “What about it?”
 
   “We have to finish opening the presents.”
 
   “I can do that. You can stay in here, or go up to my room. I’ll send Janie up to stay with you.”
 
   “I have to go out there,” Cheris said tearfully.
 
   Geoff pressed his hands on either side of her face. “No, you don’t.”
 
   “But my mom. She’ll…she’s—”
 
   “My mom can handle her. She’s had lots of practice with Janie. It will be fine. I promise.”
 
   “You don’t know my mom.”
 
   “I know her daughter, and that’s good enough.”
 
   “I’m nothing like her.”
 
   “I know.” He grinned down at her. “You were insistent I drive the night you knew you were intoxicated. You lectured me about safety on the road, and made me walk a straight line and touch my fingers to my nose with my eyes closed to make sure I was sober before you’d hand your keys over to me.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   Cheris became aware of how close they stood, their bodies touching from knees to chests. Her gaze dropped to his lips. “Kiss me,” she whispered. “Kiss me like you mean it.”
 
   Geoff lowered his head, his lips just touching hers. “We’re in this together. Remember that.” He molded his mouth to hers then, touching and tasting her, gentle, unhurried, deepening their connection, emotionally, physically until the tension drained away from her.
 
   Pressing her head to his shoulder, he stroked her hair. “Feel better?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay. I’ll send Janie in here.”
 
   “No. I can do this. With you.”
 
   “Sure?”
 
   Cheris nodded.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   With hands held, they walked to the door. “Man, I hope we get the robotic vacuum cleaner. We’re halfway through the presents, and we still haven’t gotten one.”
 
   Cheris grinned and determined if they didn’t have one by the end of the party, she’d go out and buy one for Geoff.
 
   Sarah McDowell said nothing more during the rest of the shower. Cheris noticed her absence as people congregated in groups preparing to leave.
 
   Had she and Gerald left too?
 
   Thump. Thump. Thump.
 
   Annie Hill’s cane hit the floor with her progress toward Cheris. The older woman’s knowing gaze settled on her, making Cheris’ stomach churn.
 
   “My dear.” Annie stood in front of her. “You made me very proud how you handled yourself today. The potential for a scene was rather high, but you practiced graceful restraint.”
 
   Cheris’ throat stung with emotion.
 
   “Did you know she was no longer drinking?”
 
   No. She’d had no idea. Cheris shook her head.
 
   “She’s probably in AA. This trip is an opportunity for her to make amends. Be gracious, but cautious. Do you understand?”
 
   Cheris nodded. Annie reached forward and kissed her forehead as Good Witch Glenda had done to Dorothy in protection against the Wicked Witch of the West.
 
   Oh, please. I need those ruby slippers.
 
   “You call me if you need to.”
 
   “Thank you, Annie.”
 
   Annie smiled in response and walked to the door as Geoff appeared beside Cheris and settled his arm around her shoulders. “Still doing okay?”
 
   Cheris took a shuttering breath. The uneasiness in her stomach continued. “I think so.”
 
   Monnie approached, all smiles. “Wasn’t it a nice party? The weather couldn’t have been better for it, and how exciting to know you might use it on the wedding site.”
 
   “Monnie, did my mom leave?”
 
   “No, dear. I think I saw her headed to the kitchen.”
 
   Cheris glanced at Geoff. “I think I need to check on her.” If there was going to be a fight, it’d be better to do it privately while Monnie was seeing the rest of the guests off.
 
   Cheris found her mother washing dishes in the sink.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Sarah didn’t look up.
 
   “You shouldn’t do that.”
 
   “Why? Afraid I’ll break your mother’s pretty dishes?”
 
   Cheris came to stand next to her, attempting to ignore the tension of the years of bad feelings and resentment. “You’re my mother.”
 
   Sarah snorted. “Nice of you to remember.”
 
   Cheris swallowed hard when a wave of nausea rose up in her throat. “Mom, I don’t want to fight.”
 
   “That why I have to find out from the U.S. Mail that my only daughter got married? Inviting me along with all of Margaret Arrowood’s uppity friends?” She rinsed a serving platter and set it on the counter.
 
   “I probably should have told you, but—”
 
   “But, I know. You’ve always considered yourself better than your raisings. And now all of you get to rub it in my face. Why don’t you go out there with them, and I’ll stay in here and clean up. It’s where I belong in this house. Tell Mrs. Margaret Arrowood she won’t have to dirty her manicured hands with the dishes, and she can count the silver after I leave.”
 
   “She’s been perfectly gracious to you ever since you walked in the door. It’s not fair to insult her.” Cheris held her stomach trying to quell its uneasy rumbling.
 
   “Fair.” Sarah shook her head. “Is it fair to live in a house like this without lifting a finger while I’m on my feet forty hours a week at the diner?”
 
   “Stop it, Mama.” Cheris’ voice rose in anger. “Why do you have to make everything seem like it’s a personal insult to you? These are nice people.”
 
   A sound from behind her caught her attention. Geoff and Monnie stood in the doorway.
 
   Stomach acid burned her throat. Oh, no.
 
   I’m going to….
 
   I can’t….
 
   Cheris clapped her fingers over her mouth and ran to the garbage can before throwing up.
 
   Hands—but not her mother’s hands, Geoff’s hands—pulled her hair away from her face while she lost everything she’d eaten. She dropped to her knees and closed her eyes in misery and humiliation, tears streaming down her face.
 
   When she’d finished, she sat down and tried to catch her breath. Geoff knelt beside her his hand still holding her hair.
 
   Sarah stood with arms crossed as she studied her daughter. “Well, I guess this explains a lot. You went and got yourself knocked up. I guess the apple really don’t fall too far from the tree, do it? Except for your daddy never stuck around long enough to do the right thing by me.”
 
   Geoff glanced at Monnie. “Mom, help.” He lifted Cheris in his arms.
 
   “Now, Sarah, aren’t you sweet to wash up,” Monnie commented as Geoff and Cheris left the kitchen. “Here, I’ll dry. We’ll have this done in no time.”
 
   Geoff carried Cheris upstairs and set her on a bed in one of the rooms. He walked out as fear and realization paralyzed Cheris. Could she be…?
 
   She counted up days in her head.
 
   Late. Three days.
 
   No! She didn’t want to be pregnant.
 
   Geoff came back in with a warm wet bathcloth and wiped her face and neck.
 
   She couldn’t have a baby. The wicked witch downstairs in the kitchen attested to the fact that Cheris had no business bringing up a child and screwing it up like her mother had screwed her up.
 
   She pushed Geoff away and covered her face with her hands. “She’s right. She’s right. Oh, Geoff, didn’t you have enough sense to use a condom that night? How could you do this to me?”
 
   “You’re not pregnant. You can’t be.”
 
   “It only takes one time, you jerk. I haven’t been with anybody else, and I should have started menstruating three days ago. I don’t care if we were married, what kind of man has sex with a woman who’s too drunk to say no?”
 
   Geoff sat back as if he’d punched her. For a moment he studied her face then he set the bath cloth on the bedside table and left the room.
 
   ****
 
   “Mom?” Geoff called as he flew down the steps. “Mom!”
 
   Monnie hurried into the hallway, her excited face greeting him.
 
   Typical.
 
   The world was falling apart, and Tsunami Monnie was happy about grandchildren.
 
   “Where’s Janie?”
 
   “She left a little while ago. Said she was going to the studio.”
 
   “Please. Don’t let Cheris leave, and keep her mother away from her. I’ve got to go out for a little while.”
 
   “Is she feeling better? Is she really pregnant?” Monnie clinched her hands excitedly. “When’s she due?”
 
   “I’ll talk to you about it later, Mom. Thanks for handling this.” Geoff charged through the door on his way to find Janie.
 
   When he arrived at her studio, he noted Bobby’s beat up truck out front.
 
   Just the prick he wanted to see.
 
   When he walked in, Janie’s angry voice carried across building.
 
   “…done, Bobby. You might as well leave because you’re wasting my time.”
 
   Geoff stalked through the front room and found Janie with hands on hips in her office and Bobby lounged against the doorframe.
 
   “I don’t get why you’ve got this attitude all of the… Hey, look. It’s the college boy. What’s—”
 
   “Did you touch my wife the night of Janie’s gala?”
 
   Bobby’s gaze narrowed, then his mouth split in a lecherous grin. “Yeah, Cheris. Janie told me you got married. I warmed her up real good for you, didn’t I? Took her right there next to that stone horse. Man, she was hot.”
 
   Geoff grabbed him by the neck and shoved him into the wall pinning him there. “You stay away from my wife and my sister.”
 
   Bobby clutched at Geoff’s hand struggling to breathe.
 
   “Geoff, don’t. He’s not worth it.”
 
   Geoff pressed his thumb and finger a centimeter inward feeling the pulse and the swoosh of blood beneath the skin. It wouldn’t take much to—
 
   “Geoff!” Janie shook his arm. “Let him go.”
 
   Glaring at the man, Geoff broke contact and stepped back.
 
   Bobby grabbed his throat coughing.
 
   Geoff flexed his fingers and waited. “If you don’t leave in five seconds, I’m calling the police.”
 
   Bobby straightened. “I’m the one who should call the police. You coulda killed me. It was just a damn joke.”
 
   “Go ahead and call the police,” Janie remarked. “They all know you on a first name basis. They’ll think you started it.”
 
   He glared at her and spit on the floor. When Geoff took a step toward him, Bobby stumbled toward the front. The door opened and slammed shut.
 
   “Shit, Geoff. What the hell was that about?”
 
   “Who’s that friend of yours? The nurse practitioner?”
 
   “Traci Chew?”
 
   “Yeah. You have her number? Do you think she’d see Cheris today?”
 
   “I don’t know. I can call her. What’s wrong?”
 
   “Cheris thinks she’s pregnant. She and her mom got into it. She’s so upset. I think she needs to see somebody. Today.”
 
   “But…” Janie shook her head. “You don’t seriously think she and Bobby—”
 
   “Of course not. Please will you call?”
 
   ****
 
   Cheris didn’t move when Geoff came back in the room. Though her back was to the door, she knew it was him. She recognized the sound of his shoes as he walked in the room, the movement of his body when he sat on his bed.
 
   “Are you awake?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Janie’s got a friend who’s a nurse practitioner. She’s agreed to see you this afternoon. Give you an exam. Make sure everything’s okay.”
 
   “I don’t want to be…to be.” She took a shuttering breath. “I can’t be somebody’s mother.”
 
   “If you’re pregnant, you’re already somebody’s mother. You’ll be a good mother.”
 
   Cheris turned on her back to look at Geoff. “How can you say that? You’ve met my mother. Is that the kind of person you want raising your child?”
 
   “What makes you think you’d do one thing like your mother? Everything you’ve done until now has been exactly the opposite.”
 
   “Yeah. Like getting knocked up.” Tears trailed down her skin.
 
   “I don’t think it’s knocked up if it’s on your wedding night.”
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “Think how much fun we’ll have. Buying toys. Going to Disney World. Building model space ships.”
 
   Idiot. He had no idea. “Toxic paint from Chinese toys. Temper tantrums at Space Mountain. Going broke paying for college.”
 
   “Bill Connors is going to be thrilled. He’ll triple your salary and make you the maternity and child Internet advice specialist.”
 
   “I’m not ready for this.”
 
   “Let’s go see the nurse practitioner and go from there. Okay?”
 
   Cheris sighed and sat up.
 
   ****
 
   Cheris sat on a Queen Ann chair in a warmly decorated room and waited for Traci Chew. As a nurse practitioner, Traci specialized as a midwife and ran her medical office out of her house.
 
   “Well, Cheris,” Traci, a dark haired young woman with blue eyes walked in the room with a folder in her hand. “The pregnancy test is negative. The other tests will take longer to get the results back. But if something shows up, I’ll let you know.”
 
   “What other tests?”
 
   “For STDs. They’re standard, but your husband mentioned he thought you should have them. Since you said he’s been your only partner, I don’t anticipate anything.”
 
   “I know I’m pregnant. I haven’t started my period. I’ve never been late in my life, and I’ve been sick to my stomach off and on for three weeks now.”
 
   “I ran several tests to be sure. You’re not pregnant. Your lab work shows nothing abnormal. Not even a fever.”
 
   “What’s wrong with me then?”
 
   Traci peered at her over her glasses. “What’s going on in your life right now? Any changes in habits, diet? Stress factors?”
 
   Cheris rolled her eyes. “Where do I start? I ate cake and woke up married to six feet of stress sitting in your waiting room. My boss made me a marriage consultant, and I have to do webcasts every week. I’m going to move into my dream home, and my horrible mother showed up at my wedding shower and made a disgusting scene in front of everybody.”
 
   “Well.” Traci opened the folder and wrote on a paper inside. “That sounds indicative of stress to me. It can really play havoc with your menstrual cycle. Are you ready to start a family right away?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You’ll probably want to get on some birth control pills then.” She tore a sheet from a pad of paper and handed it to Cheris. It was a prescription. “I’ll see if I have any samples to get you started. You’ll want to use another form of birth control for the first month, okay?” Traci walked to the door. “Go ahead and start the pill today. If nothing else, it’ll regulate your period.”
 
   Cheris made sure she stuffed the pills down in the lowest part of her purse before she walked into the sitting area Traci used as a waiting room in the front part of her house.
 
   When he saw her, Geoff stood up and searched her face. She shook her head slightly, and relief flickered across his face.
 
   Just as she thought.
 
   All of his big talk of Disney World and her being a good mom had been a put-on.
 
   He didn’t want a baby any more than she did.
 
   And he’d used to opportunity to have her tested to make sure she wasn’t a slut like her mom.
 
   Silently they walked to his SUV and settled inside.
 
   “I don’t sleep around,” she declared.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   “So I can only assume you wanted me tested for STDs because you do.”
 
   “I don’t. I’ve never—”
 
   “So this just shows how stupid all of this is, that you would have sex with me without knowing anything about me, Geoff. I had an excuse that night, but you didn’t. And I thought the reason you hadn’t had sex with me since then is because you cared about me, but it was really because I wasn’t born into a nice family like you were.”
 
   Geoff started the car.
 
   “Do you want to go back to my parents’ house and your mom, or do you want me to take you home?”
 
   Cheris rubbed her eyes and ran her hands through her hair. “I don’t want to deal with her right now, but I don’t see that I have a choice.”
 
   Without a word, Geoff drove her to the house. When he pulled into the circular driveway, he left the engine idling. Cheris sat and waited.
 
   “I’m going back to Georgia,” Geoff announced.
 
   “Right now?”
 
   “Yes. Janie said she’d be here in a little while. She can take you home.”
 
   “You’re mad at me.”
 
   “You know, Cheris.” Geoff stared through the windshield. “It doesn’t matter how much I love you if you’re always ready to think the very worst of me because you don’t think you’re worth loving.”
 
   “You don’t love someone after only three weeks.”
 
   “I’ll be back in Cullsbaeir May thirtieth. That’s a little over two months from now. Want to continue this conversation then?”
 
   “What about the divorce?”
 
   “You waited two weeks as I asked. If you still want to file, I’ll sign.”
 
   But I don’t want to get a divorce.
 
   Tears filled her eyes, but she blinked them away. Opening the door, she slid out of the vehicle and walked toward the house while Geoff pulled around the driveway and onto the street.
 
   ****
 
   “So, it was a nice party. I would thank you for inviting me, but since you didn’t I thanked Margaret Arrowood instead,” Sarah commented as she and Gerald stood in the yard preparing to drive back to West Virginia.
 
   “You all could stay with me tonight.”
 
   “Gerald’s already lost a day’s worth of business over this.”
 
   “I didn’t mind,” the man interjected. “You only get married once, unless you’re your mama.”
 
   “Shut up, Gerald. If I could have found somebody who didn’t drive me ape shit, I might’ve stayed married.” Her gaze traveled across Cheris, examining her from head to toe. “Geoff seems okay. His mother’s a little too happy, but it’s because she’s on Zoloft. I saw it in her medicine cabinet.”
 
   “Mama!”
 
   “Chip’s on blood pressure medicine. I’d have to take it too, if I had to listen to her yack, yack, yack all the time.”
 
   “You was doing plenty of yacking yourself,” Gerald quipped. “Telling her all your stories of people who come into the diner.”
 
   “She does like a good story. How’s your stomach? You always was a nervous child.”
 
   “I wonder why?” Gerald winked at Cheris and hugged her before climbing into his ancient El Camino.
 
   “You need to get over that. Remember that time I took you to the mall and you threw up all over Santa Claus?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “All that drama, and for what? It goes and upsets everybody. But at least you ain’t pregnant.”
 
   “Geoff said he thinks I’d be a good mother.”
 
   “Well, I guess he’d know since he’s mama’s all cuckoo taking drugs and acting like we’re best friends. She asked for my peanut butter pie recipe, but I’ll be cold in my grave before I let her have it.”
 
   “Get in the car, Sarah. I don’t want to be driving half the night.”
 
   Sarah didn’t move. She continued to stare at Cheris. “She invited me and Gerald for Thanksgiving. You believe that? Seven months away and she’s already planning it. I told her flat out no, that we’re too busy cooking for people like her who won’t lift a finger in the kitchen.”
 
   “Geez, Mom. Would it kill you to be nice to her?”
 
   “It don’t bother her. She said all of you would just come over to the diner for Thanksgiving. I’ll believe it when I see it though. People like her like to use their good china and linen cloths too much.”
 
   “Maybe she’ll bring her dishes with her. Come on, Sarah.”
 
   Sarah laughed. “Oh, yeah. I like that idea. Cheris, you tell her to bring her plates for Thanksgiving. That’ll be her contribution.”
 
   “I will not.”
 
   “Sarah, I’m leaving, and you can just stay here with your new best friend.” Gerald put the car in gear, and it rolled forward a few feet.
 
   “All right. All right.” Sarah marched to the car. “Pick up the phone and call me every once in a while, why don’t you?” she called over her shoulder before getting in the car.
 
   Cheris breathed a sigh of relief when it turned the corner at the end of the street.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   I am never afraid of what I know.
 
   —Black Beauty by Anna Sewell
 
    
 
   Where was Rhoderman?
 
   Cheris stood in the office of the Loving You Chapel and tapped her foot impatiently.
 
   She couldn’t very well interview the Chapel host if Rhoderman wasn’t here to run the camera.
 
   It was hard enough soliciting wedding stores for marketing options when her own marriage was on shaky ground. All of the happily ever after and gushy framed images of couples hand in hand hanging on the wall churned her stomach.
 
   Not pregnant.
 
   She hadn’t heard from Geoff in two weeks. Of course, she hadn’t contacted him either. What could she say?
 
   I’m sorry you wanted me tested for venereal diseases? I’m sorry I’m not pregnant? I’m sorry you’ll sign the divorce papers if I send them?
 
   She was sorry.
 
   For all of it, and that they had moved so fast the first night she’d met him. If they’d waited on everything, they’d probably be dating right now. She’d remembered the strong pull of attraction as they’d talked in the Wonderland exhibit—his beautiful eyes and clever conversation, not to mention how he’d looked in the tux.
 
   Her stomach flopped, this time from the memory of his hand on her when she’d stumbled over the looking glass frame.
 
   She really wasn’t pregnant. Another two weeks worth of pills, and she wouldn’t have to worry about getting pregnant. Not that it looked like the possibility was ever going to happen.
 
   Geoff had sat with her as she wept that day, terrified, thinking she was.
 
   If you’re pregnant, you’re already somebody’s mother. You’ll be a good mother.
 
   He’d been so sweet, so confident that they’d be a family going to Disney World and playing with toys.
 
   He’d talked in terms of presence, being together. Him, Her, and a baby.
 
   What would their baby look like?
 
   Curly dark hair like his, or auburn like hers? Blue eyes or warm gold? Boy or girl?
 
   Charles Mason, owner of Loving You, entered the office dressed in a charcoal suit complete with tie. “Has your cameraman shown up yet?”
 
   “Not yet. I texted him to see why he’s late.”
 
   Charles checked his watch. “There’s a couple coming in at eleven. Maybe we should reschedule?”
 
   “I really wanted to post something today since there’s a gap for a wedding chapel on the site. I have a friend who lives close by. I could run and borrow her Flip and be back in ten minutes.”
 
   “Her what?”
 
   “It’s a video camera. We could do a quick piece to fill my space, and it would serve as a teaser for the real interview. Okay?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   ****
 
   Later that afternoon Cheris sat in her cubicle with Janie’s flip ready to upload the recording she’d made to the Whirlwind Wedding Workshop. Pushing the menu button which displayed the thumbnails on the small screen, Cheris was about to choose the video she’d shot that morning, when a picture of Geoff on the video thumbnail next to it caught her attention.
 
   When was a video of Geoff taken?
 
   Cheris clicked on it.
 
   In his tuxedo, Geoff stared into the camera as he stood inside a hotel room.
 
   Hotel room!
 
   “I’m not sure you’re going to want to remember any of this, Cheris.”
 
   From off camera, her voice responded. “Yes, I will. Everything. Now go ahead.”
 
   Geoff took off his glasses briefly and wiped his eyes. “You’re a handful.”
 
   “I was a frightful girl before you married me, and I made no secret of it. I didn’t deceive you, Sir.”
 
   He grinned. “Where did you hear that?”
 
   The picture shook. “Elizabeth Taylor said it to Rock Hudson in Giant. James Dean died during the filming. Did you know that?”
 
   “I did not.” He strode over to the bed and pulled back the covers. “Come on. Get in the bed.”
 
   The camera moved toward Geoff. “Eager, aren’t you?”
 
   “We’re going to sleep. That’s it. You’ve had too much champagne.”
 
   “I haven’t had any champagne. I don’t drink. At. All.”
 
   “So you keep telling me. Come on. I’m tired.” He reached forward and their clasped hands appeared at the edge of the screen. With his other hand he took the camera and set it down face up so that the lamp stand filled the picture.
 
   “You think midnight putt-putt was too much? I beat you fair and square all three times.”
 
   “I let you win because you’re so cute when you do that little victory dance.”
 
   “Want me to do it now?” Cheris suggested silkily.
 
   Rustling and a zipper.
 
   “Stop it,” he admonished. “Keep your clothes on.”
 
   “I can’t sleep in this. The skirt is too tight, and my bra is digging into my skin.”
 
   “Sleeping naked is not an option… Would you quit?”
 
   “What kind of wedding night is this? You promised to worship my body.”
 
   “I also promised to love and honor you. Worship connotes reverence. Let’s sleep on it tonight, and work on reverent lovemaking another night.”
 
   “I’ve never known a guy who didn’t want to have sex if given the opportunity.”
 
   “Well, the opportunity hasn’t exactly presented itself before.”
 
   “You’re a virgin? I don’t believe it. Why wouldn’t anybody sleep with you?”
 
   “Because I spend most of my nights on a field looking at stars. It’s not conducive to an active social life.”
 
   “Come on, Geoff. All those nineteen and twenty year olds gazing at you longingly from their desks?”
 
   “First of all being involved with a student is an ethics violation. Second of all, most of them have nose and tongue piercings. Unless it’s the ears, I think it rather disturbing.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re Janie’s brother? Not only does she have a naval ring, but she was afraid Bobby gave her herpes because—”
 
   “Shhh. There are so many reasons I don’t want you to finish that sentence, I can’t even list them all. Here. I’m going to shower. Take my shirt. You can sleep in it.”
 
   “Mmm. It smells nice. Like you.”
 
   “In bed. I double dog dare you to be asleep by the time I get out of the shower.”
 
   “You’re so cute when you dare me. I’ll try.” She yawned noisily.
 
   “Good.”
 
   A sound of a brief kiss against skin. Footsteps fading, and a door shutting.
 
   The Flip picked up a loud feminine sigh. Clothing rustled, and something landed on the lampshade knocking it askew.
 
   Cheris flinched.
 
   She’d bet it was her skirt and panties hitting the light covering.
 
   She picked up her cell phone and dialed Janie’s number.
 
   “I’ve got to talk to you,” she said when her sister-in-law picked up.
 
   ****
 
   “Just for the record. I don’t have Herpes.” Janie sat on Cheris’ desk chair in her apartment as the video feed on the computer monitor cut off. She swiveled the seat toward Cheris who sat next to her on a kitchen chair. “And there’s no chance you have it either.”
 
   Cheris shook her head and shrugged in confusion. “I know I don’t have it. Traci tested me.”
 
   “Yeah, because Geoff asked her to. He was afraid you and Bobby had had sex.”
 
   Cheris’ mouth flew open in shock. “What?”
 
   “Bobby was being an asshole and told Geoff you and him got it on in the Black Beauty exhibit. Remember I told you I walked in on them about to fight? Apparently it was because Geoff caught you two together after he got back from picking up Aunt Nancy.”
 
   Cheris swallowed the bile which rose in her throat.
 
   “Now don’t get all sick to your stomach. I didn’t believe it so I took my Taser and threatened Bobby’s balls if he didn’t tell me the truth. He said he propositioned you, and you said something about his mom not having any kids.
 
   It was hard on your mother, I’m sure, not having any children
 
   The scene flashed in her head. The remembered fear sped up her heart.
 
   Yes.
 
   It had been at the Black Beauty exhibit.
 
   Her bad vibe radar had gone on alert the second she realized Bobby had cornered her in the room absent of anyone else. When he’d pinned her against Black Beauty’s statue and unzipped his pants, she’d fought to stay calm.
 
    
 
   “Get off of me before I knee you, scream my head off, and sic the police on you.” Cheris dug her nails into his hand when he’d pulled at her shirt.
 
   Bobby held her fast, his breath hot against her face. “You give me three minutes, Babe, I can have you begging me take you right here.”
 
   Cheris braced her foot. “It was hard on your mother, I’m sure, not having any children.”
 
   A sound from across the room caught Bobby’s attention. Cheris pushed him away as hard as she could as Geoff approached them, his eyes glittering angrily.
 
   “Everything okay here?” Geoff asked Cheris.
 
   “Yes.” Cheris smoothed her sweaty palms down her shirt and tried to stop her knees from wobbling. “Bobby was just telling me a funny joke so I threw him a Ginger Rogers’ line which of course he didn’t get.”
 
   Geoff glared at Bobby who glared back.
 
   “You got a problem, bro?” Bobby tugged at his too low pants and zipped up.
 
   Geoff held Cheris’ gaze. She took the hand he offered to her. His eyes ran over her, but not as Bobby’s had. Geoff’s gaze was assessing, checking to be sure she was okay. He nudged her away from him and toward the door before dropping her hand.
 
   Finally he turned to Bobby. “Does my sister know you sleep with other women?”
 
   “Why don’t you mind your own damn business?”
 
   Geoff stepped closer to Bobby murmuring something to him Cheris couldn’t hear.
 
   Oh, no.
 
   Were they going to fight? She wrung her hands wondering if she should get the security guard she had seen near the entrance.
 
   “Gentlemen,” she called. “There will be no fighting here. This is the war room.”
 
   Janie entered the room and walked past where Cheris stood. “What’s going on?” she asked as she watched the two men, their postures stiff with tension. “Geoff?”
 
   “I’m getting the hell out of here,” Bobby grated and stalked out.
 
   “Man, I wish I could have one—” Janie’s phone chimed signaling she had a text. She looked at the screen and grimaced. “It’s Judith, the director. She needs me.” Janie appealed to Cheris. “You’re getting lots of video, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Great.” She sprinted away. “See you in a few. Geoff? I’ll take Aunt Nancy home, all right?”
 
   “Sure, Sis.”
 
   Janie’s brother turned to her searching her face, his own expression troubled. “Cheris, did Bobby…was he—”
 
   She linked her arm through his and began to walk to the door. “I have spent many a day around men who like to push and shove and shout thinking they make things happen by being aggressive. And I’m not terribly anxious to have another man like that around the place.” She winked at Geoff. “I’m starving. Won’t you take me somewhere and feed me?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, Janie.” Cheris turned to the other woman. “What have I done?”
 
   “Nothing yet. But you need to fix that. I swear I cannot believe that man is still a virgin and almost thirty years old.”
 
   “I’ve been so awful to him—accusing him of taking advantage of me and thinking I wasn’t good enough for him. He told me he loved me and I threw it up in his face.”
 
   Janie stuck out her tongue in disgust. “You threw up in his face?”
 
   “No.” Cheris smacked her on the arm. “He said it didn’t matter how much he loved me if I was always so ready to believe the worst of him. Then I brought up getting a divorce.” Cheris gasped. “He knew the baby wasn’t his, and he wanted to take it to Disney World.”
 
   “What baby?”
 
   “Our potential baby. The one I thought I was pregnant with.”
 
   “Oh man.” Janie chuckled. “You were a few days late and he was planning to take a baby that didn’t exist to Disney World?”
 
   “He knew it couldn’t have been his, and he never said anything.”
 
   “Well, see, that’s his problem. He needs to put his cards on the table. Tell you what happened.” Janie shook her head. “I would tell you to go to the Whirlwind Wedding Website for advice, but you are the Whirlwind Wedding Website.”
 
   Cheris clapped her hands with inspiration. “Here’s to plain speaking and clear understanding.”
 
   Janie griped, “Are you quoting old geezer movies again? I hate it when you do that.”
 
   All starry-eyed, Cheris hugged herself. “Geoff loves it. In fact, I think he loves me, and I’m going to love him right back via the World Wide Web.”
 
   “This isn’t going to be pornographic, is it?”
 
   ****
 
   Geoff and Joel walked down the hall in the Music and Arts building. Joel had asked Geoff to accompany him for a demonstration the older man had made for the observatory.
 
   “So, when’s the last time you talked to Cheris?”
 
   “Almost three weeks. Maybe I shouldn’t have followed your advice. She accused me holding back because I think something’s wrong with her.”
 
   “Did you tell her otherwise?” Joel asked.
 
   “She didn’t give me the chance.”
 
   Joel motioned Geoff to enter the classroom as he spoke. “Didn’t give you the chance? How long’s it take to say ‘I love you. I want to make sure you’re ready before we do this.’”
 
   “It isn’t that easy.”
 
   “Sure it is. What’s she say when you tell her you love her?”
 
   “Well.” Geoff leaned on the table and stared at the floor. “I didn’t outright say I loved her.”
 
   “What’d you say?”
 
   “I said it didn’t matter how much I loved her if she didn’t think she was worth loving.”
 
   Joel shook his head. “To be so smart you sure are dumb. Just say ‘I love you’ and let that be it. Then hug her and wait until she returns the sentiment.”
 
   “I am waiting,” Geoff returned. “She’s got until I move back there. If she hasn’t filed for divorce, I’m going to sweep her off her feet.”
 
   “And if she does file for divorce? What are you going to do then?”
 
   “So far I’ve managed to avoid thinking about it.” Geoff rolled his shoulders. “Why don’t you show me what you got?”
 
   “One more piece of fatherly advice?” Joel clapped his hand on Geoff’s back.
 
   Geoff nodded.
 
   “Loving is a process. When she responds, keep being patient. You’ve got the rest of your life to love her.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “Good man.” Joel walked over to the computer sitting on the desk but when Geoff followed him, Joel held up his hand to stave him off. “No. You go over there and sit down in one of the desks. I want you to get the full effect.”
 
   “Not the Smartboard. You know how I hate it.”
 
   The projector light clicked on illuminating the white screen with its icons across the top.
 
   “Isn’t Cheris some kind of computer tech person?”
 
   Geoff chose a chair in the front row and waited. “Ironically, she’s in charge of a wedding and marriage advice website.”
 
   “Interesting.”
 
   The Hip Granny Website appeared on the screen, and the mouse moved to Cheris’ wedding site.
 
   “Joel, haven’t we beaten this dead horse enough today?”
 
   “Oh, a few more whacks might just be what we need to resurrect it.”
 
   The mouse moved to a video feed Geoff hadn’t noticed the last time he’d checked the site. Cheris’ face filled the screen.
 
   Her hair was down around her shoulders, and she wore the same outfit she’d had on the night of the gala.
 
   Complete with the turquoise spiked heels.
 
   He loved those shoes.
 
   She stood on a high columned porch with marbled stairs. It almost looked like…
 
   Geoff sat up straight.
 
   “Hi, this is Cheris, and today I wanted to talk about wedding vows. Some people choose to write their own, and some use more traditional versions. You’ll find both kinds on the links labeled ‘Your Vows’ and some informative tips to help you make your decision. When my husband and I said our vows, we chose the ancient words from the early Christian tradition.
 
   With this ring I thee wed.
 
   With this body, I thee worship.
 
   With my earthly goods I thee endow.
 
   What do I like about it? It incorporates the symbol of the ring, takes into account our reverence for each other through our affection, and declares our intention to blend all of our assets as we begin our life together.”
 
    
 
   Geoff stood at her word reverence.
 
   Was it possible?
 
   Had she remembered their wedding night?
 
    
 
   Cheris held up her hand in which her wedding band glistened in the outdoor light. “I wear this ring as a reminder to myself, my husband, and the world of those vows that I intend to keep until death do us part.”
 
   With graceful steps, Cheris approached the front door of Newbie River Institute’s Main hall and opened it.
 
   She was here.
 
   She was here, and she had on her wedding ring.
 
   Inside the foyer of the main hall, she crouched on the area rug next to a…
 
   A grin split Geoff’s face.
 
   Oh, I love that woman.
 
   “Here’s a fun domestic gadget: the robotic vacuum cleaner. My husband was so excited about these little cuties that he asked for one for our wedding shower.”
 
   The camera followed the metallic disk as it moved across the Persian rug.
 
   “The beauty of it is it cleans the floor at night while you’re sleeping. It’s reasonably priced and comes with an AC powered charger station. Since no one gave my dear husband one for the shower, I bought it myself to give him.”
 
   The picture moved from the floor to Cheris.
 
   “To my husband, I’d like to say, yes, I love you.” She smiled prettily. “And you can clean my floors any time.”
 
   The picture morphed into the Whirlwind Wedding logo.
 
   Geoff looked at Joel who still sat behind the computer monitor. The older man nodded sagely.
 
   “Did you know about this?” Geoff asked.
 
   “Who do you think worked the camera?”
 
   “How—”
 
   The robotic vacuum whirred into the room.
 
   Cheris.
 
   Geoff charged to the door reaching it as Cheris stepped onto the threshold. Her fingers clasped in front of her and one foot poised in front of the other, she looked beautiful. Geoff cupped her shoulders and skimmed down her arms until he held her hands.
 
   Opening his mouth, he managed one syllable. “Hi.”
 
   She stared in the vicinity of his throat. A glance upward and she lowered her gaze again. “I’m wearing white for you, to help me say how humbly I need your forgiveness.”
 
   A movie quote. He’d bet his life on it.
 
   Geoff slid his arms around her, and did his best Bogie.
 
   “Of all the joints in all the towns of all world you walk into mine.”
 
   Cheris face tilted, her mouth breaking into a smile. Geoff placed his lips on that smile, sealing all of the unspoken words and healing all of the misunderstandings in the kiss.
 
   He raised his head and held her against him, breathing in her sweet scent, reveling in her soft frame pressed against his.
 
   “I’m sorry, Geoff.”
 
   “You don’t need to apologize. You’re here now. That’s what matters.”
 
   “I don’t want to get a divorce. Not ever.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Joel moved into his line of vision. He waved his hands in a hurry up gesture.
 
   What?
 
   Joel rolled his eyes and mouthed I love you then pointed at Cheris.
 
   Oh, right.
 
   “I love you, Cheris. I haven’t said it before because I didn’t want to—”
 
   Joel shook his head, his eyebrows furrowed. He ran his finger across his neck in a cut throat gesture to desist.
 
   Oh, yeah.
 
   I love you, and that’s it.
 
   Cheris arched her back away from Geoff, a crestfallen expression on her face. “You didn’t want to?”
 
   “No. I mean, yes, I wanted to love you, but I didn’t want to scare you off. Joel says I should just tell you I love you, hug you, and wait. So, I love you.” He tightened his embrace.
 
   Joel made a disgusted sound and moved past them. Nudging them from the doorframe, he shut them inside the room.
 
   “What are we waiting for?”
 
   “Ummm. For you to return the sentiment.”
 
   “Oh….Okay.” She stepped away from him and retrieved the robotic cleaner. Tucking it under her arm, she opened the door and clasped his hand. “When’s your next class?”
 
   They walked into the hallway. “I’m done for the day.”
 
   “Good.” Cheris pulled him down the corridor. “Let’s go to your house so I can return the sentiment.”
 
    
 
    
 
   THE END
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
   Author’s Note
 
    
 
   I love classic movies and wanted to incorporate some of the more colorful quotations from my favorite movies into a book, hence Cheris’ habit of reverting to movie quotes when she gets nervous. But I wanted to respect copyright so each quote has been tweaked a bit to stay within the law but keep the flavor of the quotation. Except for Gensa’s Genesis which only exists in my mind, the rest of the quotations are close approximations from actual movies.
 
   I also have a great love for books, especially some of the great works of children’s literature. Each quotation at the beginning of every chapter is in its original form as all of these works are now in public domain.
 
   I had a lot of fun with all of the quotations as well as writing the original poem which Cheris and Geoff quote to each other in the planetarium. I had another poem in mind, but, again, wanted to be respectful of its copyright protection and was not able to get permission. I called my poem Fair Use because of my frustration at the time with copyrighted works and wanting to use them in the book, but also wanting to respect the work of the author. Respect for the copyright pushed my muse to be even more creative, and I see now that copyright not only protects the artist and their work, but it challenges the rest of us to bring into being something new and fresh. Here is what Fair Use looks like in its poem form.
 
    
 
   Fair Use
 
   In the black expanse Orion, that great hunter, waits with arm raised,
 
   Arrow poised and twinkling belt—silent, searching.
 
   While below I pull my sweater to me thinking soon I’ll see my breath.
 
   The hunter pays me no mind, so focused is he on his aim.
 
   Trembling, the crisp leaves beside me hang on for dear life.
 
   They know the eminent fall and crunch underfoot.
 
   And I’ll strike a match to them, breezy cinders, and bitter smoke.
 
   Will rise, rise, rise to that great one who may, at last, stop and look on me.
 
   And have his turn to gaze and wonder.
 
    
 
   Thank you for reading Double Dog Dare. I hope you enjoyed it. ~Jennifer

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   Jennifer Johnson
 
    
 
   I grew up as a flower girl named Francesca in Uruguay, making my first “B” movie at fourteen. I was a sensation locally, but tragically, the world did not appreciate my talents. My lover, Bruno, intent on killing me because of my infidelity, forced me into fleeing to the United States, the land of new beginnings and redemption.
 
   I have a dream that I am a North American woman from Alabama, USA. I go to Wesleyan College in Macon, Georgia and later to graduate school in Georgia. My dream continues that I marry a man who teaches math and that we have two children who share with us in our happy existence in the United States, far away from Uruguay and my checkered past.
 
   In my dream, my name is Jennifer Johnson. It is a common, yet lovely name, which allows me to be free from the clutches of Bruno….
 
   Oh, wait. Maybe my dream is my life. Yes, it is! I do, however, love to create other worlds to dream in and fall in love with. I wrote my first love story in seventh grade. It was about two teenagers who meet at beach camp. They get stranded on a top bunk of a bed by a wolf. I kept this epic novel in a bright pink notebook and carried it with me everywhere. It disappeared one day and; alas, the young lovers’ story was never resolved. If I had finished it, it would have been a happy ending because I’m a big believer in happy endings. And I’m still hoping that pink notebook will show up somewhere.
 
   P.S. I can’t take credit for Francesca—she’s from an old Kids in the Hall comedy sketch.
 
    
 
   Books by Jennifer Johnson
 
    
 
   The Jinx
 
   The Clergy Affair
 
   Holding Out For A Hero
 
   Rescue Me
 
   Rescuing Riley
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   HARD CANDY KISSES
 
   Maddie James
 
    
 
   New Year’s Eve is just around the corner and Legend Elementary teacher Patti Jo Baker has tried every trick in the book to land a date for the annual New Year’s Eve Bash at The Lodge. This includes setting up a kissing booth at the Legend Elementary Winter Carnival—a booth which Principal Jim Hamilton promptly shuts down. Because if Patty Jo Baker is passing out kisses, any kind of kisses, he wants to be both first, and last, in line—and he definitely doesn’t want to sample them in front of the student body.
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   From Murder on the Mountain
 
    
 
   “Come on, Kate.” Patti Jo Baker stuck her head in Kate’s classroom door. Best friends since attending Legend Elementary, they now both taught there, side by side. Patti Jo taught fourth grade, Kate sixth. “Let’s take a break.”
 
   “I really want to finish this bulletin board.”
 
   “Let me help. I’m finished. Want to go out later?”
 
   She looked at Patti. Why not? She had nothing else to do. It was just that for the past twenty-four hours she’d not been in much of a mood to be social. Of course it had absolutely nothing to do with her frustration with one Tennessee State Trooper or the entire situation that she’d been thrust into the day before. Even though she’d managed to finally diffuse her anger about all that, nagging worry still chipped away at her, and she wasn’t quite sure how she would handle the situation. It never quite left her mind.
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe I’ll go home and finish grading papers. I’ve got a frozen dinner in the freezer.”
 
   “Crap, Kate, gimme a break. Why don’t you just roll over and die.”
 
   The words stung. She stopped mid-motion while attacking a construction paper letter with a stapler. She knew what was coming next. “Don’t start.”
 
   Patti bit her lip. Kate stopped her stapling and crossed the room to her desk, methodically putting away the stapler, construction paper, and scissors. “I’m tired. I’m going home.”
 
   “You’re living like a nun.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “You are.”
 
   She squinted. “No. I am not!”
 
   “It’s been over two years. You’re only twenty-nine. You need to get out every once in a while. Do something besides stay home all the time grading papers, before it’s too late.”
 
   “Too late for what?”
 
   “Too late for—”
 
   Kate pushed her hands up in the air, palms facing outward. “Stop right there because I know what you’re going to say. That I’ll never fall in love again if I don’t get started. That I’ll never find anyone to replace Rob if I don’t get out now and then. I know. I’ve heard it a thousand times. Not only from you but from my parents and everyone in Legend except for Geraldine Weismueller down at the Piggly Wiggly, which is pretty darned weird since she’s the town busybody. Everyone seems to have an opinion. What you all don’t understand is this—I don’t want anyone else.”
 
   “Jonathon Wells asked about you the other day.”
 
   Kate turned and walked away.
 
   “Damn. I’m sorry. I hate to see you like this.”
 
   “Like what? What is it with you, Patti? Do you think my life won’t be complete without a man in it? Is that it? Do you need a man to make you feel complete?”
 
   Patti, whose major pastime was seeking out potential husbands, but who never seemed to catch one, stared at her friend and answered, “It helps.”
 
   A sigh hissed through her teeth. “Well, that may be fine for you, but not me. Look, my life is great. I have my home, my students, my parents are close by, and I have you for a best friend. Please Patti, back off where my love life is concerned.”
 
   “I thought that… maybe you, oh nothing. Fine, I’ll drop it, okay?
 
   “Great.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   But she stepped closer, placing her fisted hands on her hips. “I want you to think about something, though. When was the last time you went out? Were kissed? Had sex, for cripes sake?
 
   When was the last time you even talked to a man?”
 
   Lord, make it stop. “Yesterday.”
 
   “Yesterday?”
 
   Flustered, Kate turned, picked up her purse, slung it over her shoulder, and walked toward the door. “Yes, yesterday.”
 
   For once she may have bested her friend. Patti’s mouth still hung open as she grinned and left her standing there with a quick goodbye wave. Patti didn’t need to know that she’d only talked to the man. Though she thought he’d wanted to kiss her. Right there in her classroom.
 
   And sex? Well, Patti also didn’t need to know that she’d spent most of last night wondering what it might be like to indeed have sex with a man like Mike Lehmann.
 
   Too bad it would never happen. Mike Lehmann, she was sure, was a very nice man. But there was no room in her life for him, or any man, who wore a brown uniform.
 
   Never would be.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Two years later…
 
    
 
   “I need a man.”
 
   Patti Jo Baker watched her best friend, Kate, turn her way and roll her eyes. “Patti,” she began, shifting her teacher’s bag full of papers on her shoulder, “You’ve been saying that for years.
 
   If you need a man so darned bad, why don’t you go out and get you one?”
 
   Feeling a little defensive, Patti shot up off her teacher desk chair and, hands on hips, glared at Kate. “It’s not like I haven’t been trying!”
 
   Kate waved her off. “Oh, posh. Get serious. What have you really been doing besides draping yourself in tinsel and hanging out at Hooters in Pigeon Forge? I tell you, Patti, the men at Hooters are not there to find a date. At least not one to take home to Mama.”
 
   “I know, they go for the wings.”
 
   “And the breasts.” She grasped her arm. “Face it. They are just there to ogle. That’s not where you find a man.”
 
   “So where do I find one then? You tell me. Because I’ve tried every online.com matchmaking service there is, and I’ve done them for years. You know, matched.com, singlemingle.com, marryarichguy.com, cuddleup.com and even that ebliss.com which costs big money. I splurged. And guess what? They hooked me up with a little Republican Jewish guy with small hands. I clearly stated that I was liberal and Baptist. What were they thinking? Besides, those places don’t work, and the same guys are on all of them, and they’ve been there for years.”
 
   “Small hands? What does that have to do with anything?”
 
   “I like a man who can handle me.”
 
   “Patti!”
 
   “I mean, shoot. Small hands are dainty. Who the hell wants a man with small hands or, for that matter, feet? I can’t believe they matched me with that guy. My perfect-for-you match. Geez.”
 
   Kate arched a brow. “That should tell you something.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Those things don’t work.”
 
   “But have you seen the commercials? And the testimonials?”
 
   “How many years have you been on all of those sites?”
 
   She shrugged. “I dunno. Five? Six?”
 
   “I rest my case.”
 
   Patti thought about that for a moment, glancing off over her empty classroom. How else was one supposed to meet a man in Legend, Tennessee? She knew every single man in town and there were no prospects here. None. She was forced to go out of her boundaries. She needed a man bigger than what Legend could offer—larger than life, worldly—one that would worship the ground she walked on and love her quirkiness unconditionally. But how far would she go? She’d heard of a woman once who found a husband by placing an ad in the magazine Mother Earth.
 
   Maybe she should try something like that. Not Mother Earth, perhaps, but maybe something like A Man’s Cave or Alaskan Wilderness.
 
   But not now. It was the end of the day, and she was tired. The classroom Christmas party was over, and the kids just left for their winter break. She had a mess to clean up in here, but she wasn’t in the mood.
 
   Sighing, she looked back to Kate. “I guess I would settle for a date for New Year’s Eve.”
 
   “Hire Suzie.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Suzie Matthews. You know, The Matchmaking Chef.”
 
   Suzie. Of course, she knew Suzie. Everyone in Legend knows Suzie Matthews, hostess with the mostess, cookbook author, owner of Legend’s Landing Bed & Breakfast…her own television show to boot. “She’s not a real matchmaker.”
 
   Kate shrugged. “I think she is. I’ve heard stories.”
 
   Patti thought about that. “But I thought it was just a television show.”
 
   “Don’t think so,” Kate drew closer and sat her bag on the desk. “Sometimes I think she’s subtly behind the scenes working, and other times I’ve heard she’s gone to great lengths to get people together.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Well, Nash Rhodes and Mary Lou Picketts, for one.”
 
   Patti gasped. Mary Lou! “I wondered how Legend’s Plain Jane had landed that big hunky country singing sensation!”
 
   Kate nodded. “Yep. I heard that one was pretty intentional, planned right down to the proposal. And you know about Lyssa Larkin, right?”
 
   Patti scowled. “Lyssa, too! Why, she was practically an old maid.”
 
   “Practically as old as you.”
 
   Playfully sneering, Patti said, “Watch it, sister.” Leaning her backside against the desk, she added, “She married that new guy in town, didn’t she? The one with the dogs?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “That’s pretty cool.”
 
   “I guess Suzie set up a speed dating lunch thing for her at the B&B.”
 
   Patti’s brain spun with possibilities. “Seriously. I wonder how much she charges.”
 
   Shrugging, Kate went on, “There are more I’ve heard of, like her cousin Sydney, and her sister Chelly, and the librarian, Katie Long, and I think she even did some work for someone in New York, someone she works with up there.”
 
   Patti sat back down behind her desk. Perhaps she needed to take another tack and quit the online match sites. Perhaps, she should try out this thing with Suzie, just to make sure she is covering all of her bases…
 
   “Well, I’ve got to get home. Michaela is waiting for me at the sitter, Danny is likely home from basketball practice already and hungry, and Mike and I have a get-together tonight at his office. Should be a rowdy evening with all those ATF agents. I need to get ready.”
 
   ATF?
 
   Sigh….
 
   Patti knew Mike had cute friends. And men in law enforcement turned her on a bit. Hm.
 
   “Need a third wheel?”
 
   Kate smiled and patted her friend’s hand. “Nope. Believe me, you don’t want to get tangled up with anyone in that crew. The testosterone and Alpha male attitudes will be hitting it hard tonight, I’m sure. They just solved a huge case, and Mike’s entire team is ecstatic.”
 
   “But that sounds pretty fun.”
 
   “Believe me, you’re better off doing…” She paused and looked into Patti’s eyes. “What are you doing tonight?”
 
   She didn’t want to say ‘nothing.’ It was Friday night, the last day of school for almost three weeks. Everyone in Legend likely had some sort of Christmas plans, but not her. Not much of anything, anyway. “I’ve got a ton of work to do before the Winter Carnival on Wednesday, Kate.
 
   I’m too busy to go anyway.”
 
   She registered the look on her friend’s face immediately and knew that Kate wished she hadn’t made that last statement
 
   “Hey, shoosh!” She waved her away and moved toward the classroom door. Kate backed up. “You’ve got things to do, and I’ve got to clean up this classroom. Be gone with you!”
 
   “Patti, are you okay?” Kate’s worried look was getting to her.
 
   “Fine! Skedaddle. Get a move on. You have a hunky ATF hubby waiting. Now, vamoose.”
 
   After a held gaze, Kate nodded and turned toward the open door. “I’ll talk to you on
 
   Monday. And I’ll be back here Monday night and all day Tuesday to get the carnival booths set up.”
 
   “Excellent.”
 
   “See you then.”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   And Kate left. Patti stared after the door for a moment, the silent classroom echoing the thoughts rolling around in her head. She wanted a husband, and a child to pick up from day care, too. Just like Kate. Of course, Kate hadn’t had it easy. She and Mike had had their own difficulties getting together, but in the end, it had worked out for them.
 
   Could it work out for her, too?
 
   She just wasn’t sure it was in the grand plan for that to happen.
 
   ****
 
   Jim Hamilton perched his elbows on his desk, his head in his hands, and rubbed his temples. Hard. What a week. If any instruction had happened this past week, he would be surprised. The powers-that-be would be down his throat had they realized all of the ‘play,’ or extra-curricular, that had occurred, particularly if instructional hours were lacking. Between the music and band departments’ joint Christmas concert on Wednesday night, and the dress rehearsal for that during the day, and the new dance and drama club’s recital on Thursday evening, and the dress rehearsal for that during the day, and the Christmas party today that was supposed to be only on Friday afternoon, but pretty much was extended to the entire day…not to mention that it took Monday and Tuesday to get ready for all of the above.
 
   He sure hoped that no one on the school board got wind of all that.
 
   But truly, he wasn’t worried. Legend Elementary was a high-achieving school. He’d worked hard to ensure that the children in the school were scoring proficient on their mandated exams. The small school had received accolades for the academic achievement of the students, and sat high on the Tennessee list for making the required gains set by the state.
 
   Besides, he believed in play. It was developmentally appropriate for kids to play, at any age. He was still a strong proponent for recess, no matter what federal standards—or someone’s interpretation of federal standards—indicated. And since his school was strong, he could get by with a little down time once and again.
 
   His right temple throbbed like a mother. Play. He could use a little of that himself. He’d not played in…well, if you were talking about adult play, too damned long. Being principal kept him busy 24/7, and there were certain expectations set for principals who resided and worked in small Southern towns. But if he didn’t allocate some time for adult play, or at the very least adult conversation, soon, he figured this headache he’d been carrying around for the last two weeks wasn’t going to go away.
 
   Besides, it was damned difficult for him to date in this town. One dinner and all the jowls in town would flap like geese flying south over the lake. One date and every busybody in town figured he was looking and strived to hold their single and lovely-on-the-inside daughters up as available and potential wife-material.
 
   Not for him. Made a busy and complicated life that much more complicated.
 
   Thank God it was winter break. He knew he’d be coming in to the office every day to catch up on paperwork, but at least he could sleep in, arrive on his own time, and didn’t have to deal with kids or staff.
 
   A brisk knock sounded on his partially-open door. “Jim?”
 
   He glanced up. Immediately, his shoulders jerked back, and he sat up a little straighter.
 
   Speaking of adult play….
 
   “Patti? I didn’t know you were still here.”
 
   “Do you have a sec?”
 
   “Absolutely.” He motioned to an old, overstuffed leather chair across from him. “Come on in.”
 
   Down boy. His libido was doing a little salute. Patti Jo Baker had been getting to him lately. Unsure of exactly why, it didn’t seem to matter. Yesterday, he’d had to turn his gaze the other way and not intentionally watch her sashay down the hall and bend to pick up an errant paper off the floor.
 
   How long had he known her? Five…six years?
 
   She was dangerous. Not to mention kooky and smart and funny as hell to be around.
 
   Lately he’d been wondering why someone hadn’t snatched her up.
 
   Maybe they had and he didn’t know it. He tried not to get too involved in his teachers’ personal lives, but talk in the lounge often turns to family and relationships, and he’d not heard of anything new going on with her, but then you never know….
 
   Certainly she was hooked up with someone; he was going to make that assumption, so she was definitely off limits.
 
   Not to mention that he had this unspoken rule of not dating his teachers. Bad ethics. Bad idea. Nothing good could come from it.
 
   “Jim, I have this big problem.” In all of his musing, he’d almost forgotten she was there.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Well…” She paused.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Jim, I’ll just be blunt. I need a man.”
 
   Jim just about swallowed his tongue.
 
   ****
 
   “I mean, I need a man’s help!”
 
   Oh, shit. Shit. Shit. Shit! Blundering forward, she rushed out, “I need someone tall to help me put some decorations up in the gym, Christmas stuff, you know? On the basketball backboards and goals. Will you be here any next week?”
 
   Trying very hard not to be embarrassed at her idiotic choice of words, Patti shut her mouth and breathed deep. Still, heat flooded to her neck and ricocheted up to her cheeks. Jim was an all right guy—a really nice guy, as a matter of fact—and he could usually rib and joke around with the best of them. But the look on his face right now was what was making her extremely uncomfortable.
 
   His face was red!
 
   And he shifted in his seat as if suddenly uncomfortable. Finally, he reached up and rubbed a hand over his forehead.
 
   Oh, and he’d been rubbing his temples, too, when she’d rushed in.
 
   “Long day, huh?”
 
   “Long week.”
 
   “You okay?”
 
   “Oh, just tired.”
 
   So was she. At the moment, though, she had this incredible urge to slip behind his chair and rub his temples for him. Where did that come from? Bad, bad idea. “Headache?”
 
   He nodded. “Yeah. Nothing that caffeine and an aspirin won’t cure. Too busy today for much coffee, I think.”
 
   Patti reached into her purse, fished around a bit, and then came up with a small bottle of aspirin. “Here you go.” She rose, leaned over his desk, picked up a bottle of water sitting on the corner of his desk, and handed him the aspirin. As the bottle descended into his outstretched palm, his brown eyes lifted to meet hers and held for a mite second too long.
 
   She’d never realized his eyes had little gold flecks in them before. That was kind of cool.
 
   Her fingertips grazed his palm, sending a slight tingle up her wrist, which she instantly acknowledged as something new and different, which also caused her to jerk her hand back suddenly and stand straight up.
 
   “Hey, I’m heading home. I’ll be in here on Monday to get ready for the carnival. Maybe you can help me then.”
 
   He snatched his palm closed over the aspirin bottle, rose and agreed. “Good idea. Let’s both get out of here. And you’re right; this can all wait until Monday. I’ll help you then.”
 
   It felt like he was in a damned hurry to get out of there, and Patti, not wanting to be in his way or to delay him any further or add to the modicum of confusion that seemed to surround this entire conversation, said, “Sounds good. See you then.”
 
   So she turned and left, heading back toward her empty classroom, and then subsequently, to her lonely apartment.
 
   Being a singleton was a bitch.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   On Saturday morning Patti woke with a cloud of dread hanging over her. In a weak moment the night before, she’d called Suzie Matthews and asked if she could come by today. Of course Suzie insisted she come for breakfast—because she was cooking anyway, the B&B was full—and why didn’t she just come over early and keep Suzie company while she cooked? She thought Patti might like to sample her new cinnamon candy coffee brew she’d created especially for Christmas. And since she was sampling the coffee, she might as well give her an opinion on the Christmas coffee cake she’d recently concocted that was made with oranges, dried cranberries, and pecans.
 
   Since she was there anyway.
 
   So Patti had agreed and thought it might be a good idea to do this, but now, at six o’clock in the morning on a Saturday, the first day of her winter break, she wasn’t so sure.
 
   Trying to find a husband online was one thing—she could control everything, from her shopping around, reading profiles, and picking who to talk to. But giving up that control to another person, to pick someone for her and try to make a match, was a little unnerving.
 
   Groaning, she rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She thought about what Kate had said yesterday. Even though she could control it, the online thing wasn’t working. Maybe Suzie could help her. She had her doubts, but….
 
   If it hadn’t been for the fact that she had been so damned lonely the night before and that, for some strange reason, her mind kept drifting to Jim and his weirdly sexy, upturned gaze at her earlier, she might not even have called.
 
   But she had.
 
   And she supposed she had to show up there this morning. You know, the recipes and all.
 
   And if she let herself admit, even a little, that she might want to hire Suzie, it could frighten the bejesus out of her.
 
   She’d just go and sample the goods. I mean, it wasn’t every day you got to sit in a famous chef’s kitchen while she was cooking, was it? If she just happened to forget why she was there, it wouldn’t matter, would it?
 
   All right.
 
   Swinging her legs over the bed, Patti glanced about her room. Suddenly it hit her that maybe her entire life needed an overhaul. Her apartment was decorated practically the same as it was when she had moved in right after college. That was ten years ago. If she ever expected to bring another man into this room, she needed to do some redecorating.
 
   And pronto.
 
   Okay, so she had a lot to do today, and this week. See Suzie, shop for new bedroom stuff, and see that the Winter Carnival went off without a hitch on Wednesday.
 
   Crap. Only five days to pull it off.
 
   Looked like her vacation was pretty much planned.
 
   ****
 
   Jim stepped up to the counter at Sydney’s Sugar High Coffee Stop and Bakery. “Hey Syd.” He greeted the owner.
 
   “The regular, Jim?”
 
   “Naw.” He looked over the chalkboard behind her head. “I’m feeling like splurging today. I’ll try one of those scones with the red candies, along with my regular cup of coffee.”
 
   Sydney whistled. “Whoa, Jim! Going a little wild on me, huh?” She reached into the bakery case with a piece of wax paper. “Those Red Hot scones will set you on fire. I have to warn you that there is a little cayenne pepper mixed in that white chocolate frosting. You might need to be hosed off later.”
 
   He didn’t want to think about being hosed off, although he probably needed it. He’d had erotic dreams all night long about Patti.
 
   Dammit.
 
   He had to get her off his mind.
 
   “I’ve heard those things are lethal.” Jim glanced to his left, where Mike Lehmann, the husband of one of his teacher’s, Kate, leaned in. “Seriously, get a milk chaser. They’re great, but you need something to cut the heat, and the coffee only makes it worse. I swear I think she snuck a little Tabasco in there.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Seriously.”
 
   Jim turned to Sydney. “Give me two.”
 
   She arched a brow and shrugged, then reached in for another.
 
   Mike chuckled. “That bad, huh?”
 
   Jim eyed him. “It’s about the only spicy thing I’m going to get around here, I think. Might as well tie it on with the scones.”
 
   Sydney broke in and handed Jim his bag of scones and coffee.
 
   Mike laughed. “You in a hurry? I thought I’d have my coffee here.”
 
   “Last thing I want for the next couple of weeks is to be in a hurry.” He motioned toward a table. They sat. Reaching into the bag and pulling out one scone after another, he added, “Here, eat one of these things. I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   Mike chuckled as both men laid their wax paper encased scones on the table. “So Jim, how is your love life lately?”
 
   Having just taken a bite of the scone, Jim choked a little, then chewed and swallowed.
 
   “No love life, Mike. Hence the Red Hot scone. And I’m about to jump out of my skin.”
 
   Mike leaned forward. “You mean sex?”
 
   He shrugged. “I suppose. Yeah. Maybe. It’s been a while.”
 
   He sat back. “Wow, man, that’s not cool.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “Got your eye on anyone?”
 
   Jim’s mind flashed to Patti, and then he immediately dismissed the thought. “Do you realize how difficult it is to date in this town? Especially being the elementary principal? One-night stands are out. Casual dating is out. Dating the mom of one of my students is out. Dating anyone on my staff is out, and since there are a lot of kids and moms out there, and the elementary school employs a lot of women in this town, that’s a lot of outs.”
 
   Mike stared at him. “I see your dilemma. Maybe you should try out of town.”
 
   “Like where, Pigeon Forge? Gatlinburg?”
 
   “Or Knoxville.”
 
   “So, Mike, tell me how I do that? Hang around in bars, sign up for those cheesy Internet dating sites? Sorry, not for me. Besides, can you imagine the tongue-wagging should someone stumble over my picture on one of those sites? My reputation would be ruined.”
 
   “Sounds like a rock and a hard place, Jim.”
 
   “Meanwhile, I eat Red Hot scones.” He took another bite.
 
   “Sorry about your luck, man.”
 
   Yeah. So was he.
 
   ****
 
   Suzie’s kitchen smelled awesome. The cinnamon candy coffee was a very nice surprise.
 
   And the Christmas coffee cake? Well, the word that came to mind was superb. Absolutely phenomenal. Patti licked her fingers to get every last crumb, morsel, and drip of candy-tinted powdered sugar glaze. She was making a little piggy out of herself.
 
   “So, how are things coming for the carnival?”
 
   Groaning inwardly, Patti closed her eyes. “Ugh. It’s coming, but I’m so not in the mood to head it up this year. Seems like every year I have to outdo myself.”
 
   Suzie laughed. “You need to get over that.”
 
   She did, and she knew it. Thing was, she was such a damned competitor, even with herself.
 
   She spied another half-slice of the crumb cake on the plate. Brad was gone, the guests had all eaten, and Suzie was tidying up the kitchen. “Mind if I have that last half-slice?” She shouldn’t, she knew, thinking about that slinky, little black dress, she’d been eyeing for New Year’s Eve.
 
   That is, if she had a date for New Year’s Eve.
 
   Suzie glanced up from where she was arranging some fruit in a bowl. “Go for it. You liked the cake? I wasn’t sure what the guests thought. No one said a word. I need your honest feedback, Patti.”
 
   The chef stood and looked at her while she moved the last slice to her mouth. “I wouldn’t have asked for the rest if I hadn’t liked it!” She took a bite. “Um, yes. Very nice.” She chewed and savored. Suzie Matthews really did know how to bake. Her mouth still semi-full, she added, “You don’t see any left, do you?”
 
   “No, but I was thinking maybe I’d try it one more time with cream cheese frosting.”
 
   Patti swallowed. “Oh, Suzie…” She licked her lips. “That would be to die for.” Cream cheese on anything was a plus.
 
   “But at the moment, I don’t think you are here to talk about frosting.”
 
   Patti blinked. “Huh?”
 
   Suzie rounded the counter and sat next to Patti at the kitchen island. She squared her body, facing her, set her jaw, and stared straight into Patti’s eyes. “Okay, out with it. I need your list of preferences, your dos and don’ts, the timeframe we’re working in, and your expectations. Are you looking for someone to date once in a while, or are you looking for happily-ever-after, because I’m here to tell you, I’m better at the latter. The casual thing is not my specialty, and right now I’m batting a thousand. I don’t plan to screw up my average.”
 
   Patti could only stare back. Then she gulped. “Um.”
 
   Suzie leaned forward and grasped Patti’s hands. The penetrating look she gave her was cause for concern. This woman was intense. “Wow, you’re serious about this stuff, aren’t you? I thought it was all sort of a myth.”
 
   Suzie scooted closer. “I’m good, Patti. If it’s a man you want, it’s a man I will find for you.”
 
   She straightened and dropped Patti’s hands, placing her own hands on her thighs. “I don’t mess around, I will find you a husband, but I have to know your wants, desires, and, like I said, your timeframe.”
 
   “New Year’s Eve,” she blurted out.
 
   Suzie’s brows crossed. “Impossible. That’s two weeks away.”
 
   Suddenly Patti was a bit flustered. Would Suzie not take the job? “I mean, I’d like a date for New Year’s Eve. I don’t need a proposal by then. I mean, like, that would be ridiculous.”
 
   Suzie placed a finger at the side of her cheek. “Not necessarily impossible. I did get Mary Lou Picketts hooked up in about the same amount of time. But I need more info before I can determine, so spill.”
 
   Shit. Was she really doing this? She was.
 
   “What was it you needed again?”
 
   “Preferences, likes and dislikes, dos and don’ts, expectations, timeframe. Well, I guess we have that last one already.”
 
   Patti nodded. Taking in a breath, she jumped in. “He can’t be from around here, Suzie. Needs to live somewhere besides Legend. There are absolutely no possibilities here. He needs to be larger-than-life, not necessarily drop-dead gorgeous, but attractive. Attentive…yes, he needs to pay attention to me. He needs to be able to take my quirkiness too. I mean sometimes I can be a pain. And I talk too much.”
 
   Suzie nodded.
 
   “Hair?”
 
   Patti shrugged. “He just needs to have some. I don’t care what color.”
 
   “Are you partial to eye color?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Physical build?”
 
   “Average is good.”
 
   “You’re not picky.”
 
   “Well, maybe not about appearance. Just as long as he’s not sloppy.”
 
   Suzie pondered that. “So there are other things you must have?”
 
   “Employed. He has to have a job. Can’t be needy, must be independent, can take care of himself. Oh, and I would prefer someone who doesn’t have his mother attached to his hip.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   Patti thought for a moment. “Sex.”
 
   Suzie’s brow arched. “Yes?”
 
   “There has to be tons of sexual attraction. I mean, tons, Suzie. You know what I mean?”
 
   Her friend’s lip curled up into a smile. “That I do.” She rose then and went to her desk.
 
   “I’ve got my work cut out for me.” She penciled some things into her calendar, then turned back to look Patti square in the eyes. “From this moment on, you belong to me, you understand? I mean, I know you have things to do, but you’ll be at my whim, so be ready. If an opportunity presents itself, I want you to be poised.” She stepped back and took a good long look at Patti, from the tip of her toes to the top of her head. She then turned back to the desk, wrote some more things down, ripped a piece of paper off the pad, and handed it to Patti. “Do these things ASAP,” she told her.
 
   Patti glanced down at the list. It read:
 
   • Get hair done a shade lighter. Light trim.
 
   • Manicure. French tips.
 
   • Pedicure.
 
   • Facial.
 
   • Buy a little black dress.
 
   She glanced back up at Suzie. “Yes, ma’am,” she said.
 
   Suzie added, “And get some new makeup. Maybe a few new casual outfits, too. Head out this afternoon and take care of this list, then meet me back here at eight this evening. At that time, we will take stock of where we are and plot our next steps. See you then.”
 
   With that, Suzie dismissed her, turning back to her desk and scribbling more things down in her planner. Patti let herself out, a half-excited twitter in her tummy, and a half-dread fissure of fear working down her backbone.
 
   What in the hell had she just gotten herself into?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Pigeon Forge, Tennessee, was the Mecca of outlet shopping in this neck of the woods, so where else would Patti set off to on a Saturday afternoon? And the pickin’s, if you wanted to call them that, were mighty good. She’d scored on a great pair of red heels that would set off that little black dress she’d finally broke down and bought like it was nobody’s business. Two new pairs of jeans, a couple of nice-fitting clingy sweaters, another splurge on a pair of Tony Lama cowboy boots—black with red stitching—and some new lacy underthings that rounded out the casual clothes that Suzie had requested.
 
   Of course, she added the lacy underthings on her own. She also purchased or treated herself to:
 
   • Both pedicure and manicure.
 
   • Hair trimmed and lightened, with both low- and high-lights.
 
   • A facial, followed by a free makeup makeover.
 
   • The new makeup.
 
   • And just for kicks, a full body massage.
 
   Time to pamper and to get serious.
 
   The last thing she’d done was shop for new sheets, pillowcases, and comforter. She might not have time to totally redo the bedroom, but she could at least redo the bedding. At the very least, that would make her feel special.
 
   So, she was set, she guessed.
 
   Juggling the bags of bedding, the dress on the hanger, the shoe boxes, and assorted other bags of clothes and makeup, Patti headed for her car. The time was barely after three o’clock in the afternoon, so that gave her a good four-ish hours to get home, take stock of her loot, and head over to Suzie’s.
 
   She had a bit of a walk to her car and wondered why she hadn’t dropped some of this stuff off earlier. Rounding a corner, the toe of her winter boot caught on an uneven sidewalk and she pitched to her left, stumbled, and started a slow fall forward.
 
   Packages tumbled. A bag ripped. One foot tripped over the other. And there was nothing Patti could do about any of it.
 
   At once, a firm grip grasped her upper arm and she was suddenly righted again, even though all her packages kept going.
 
   “Oh!”
 
   “Patti?”
 
   “Jim?”
 
   “What in the world?”
 
   “I didn’t see…”
 
   “Here, let me help.”
 
   Before she realized it, the flurry of activity that crossed her gaze was halted, she was up righted, and Jim Hamilton was crouching before her, picking up and retrieving all of her packages.
 
   “Oh, here. Give me that,” she said, indicating the dress on the hanger. He handed it to her and she folded it over her arm. Within a few seconds, however, Jim had gathered everything up, stood very tall and square in front of her—when had he become so tall? And why wasn’t he wearing his button down collar shirt and trousers? Oh, they weren’t at school—and he was looking at her with an intense, expectant, look.
 
   “Where is your car? Let’s take these and deposit them there.”
 
   “Oh.” That was stupid. Couldn’t she say anything else? Nope. She pointed toward the parking lot.
 
   Jim headed that way, and she followed. It wasn’t every day that she saw Jim Hamilton out in public. In fact, she wasn’t sure she had ever seen him out anywhere, only at school. But as she watched his backside move toward her car, “it’s the silver Mazda, over there one row. Yes, that’s it,” she wondered why she’d never noticed how nicely he filled out a pair of jeans. Well, perhaps because she’d never seen him in a pair of jeans before? Or maybe she had, but never really had truly paid attention?
 
   It was a mystery how these little things about Jim Hamilton kept popping up.
 
   He stopped beside the car. She shifted the dress to her other arm, dug into her shoulder bag, retrieved her keys, and punched the unlock button. The car door clicked, and she reached, same time as Jim reached, while still juggling packages, for the door handle.
 
   Their hands met, touched, and Jim dropped the cowboy boots’ box.
 
   “Dammit.” He jerked back, and Patti stepped aside.
 
   “Here, let me.” She opened the door, and together, they piled her treasures in the back seat. Finally she shut the door and faced Jim, who was looking at her with some sort of contemplative and frazzled look on his face.
 
   “Thanks, Jim. I appreciate your doing that. Wow, funny seeing you here.”
 
   He nodded, looked to his feet, shuffled back and forth for a second or two, and then lifted his face to look back into her eyes. “Had to get out of Legend,” he said.
 
   She well knew how that felt.
 
   “And I’m not ready to go back yet,” he added quickly. “I know it’s late, but I’ve not had lunch yet. Want to get something to eat?”
 
   Patti blinked, thought about that for a brief moment, and thought, why not? She had time. “Sure. Come to think of it, I’ve not had lunch either. Sounds good to me.”
 
   ****
 
   What in the world am I doing?
 
   Calm down, Jim. It’s lunch. With one of your colleagues. Nothing more, nothing less. Yes, of course, it’s adult conversation and companionship. Something you’ve been craving for a while.
 
   It’s Patti. Quirky, funny, Patti, who teaches fourth grade in your school. Nothing more, nothing less.
 
   Then why are those big green eyes of hers looking at me like that?
 
   Because you are stupidly giving her that same look back. Stop it, man. Now.
 
   “Where shall we go?” he eked out.
 
   Patti glanced about. She twisted away from him slightly, her long, blonde, shaggy hairstyle, flipping as she did so. “Well, over there is Hooters.” She turned back and flashed a wicked smile. “You should like that.”
 
   He didn’t want to think about hooters of any sort at the moment, since his jeans were getting a bit tight just standing there looking at her. He looked off in the opposite direction. “And there is Jane’s Diner over there. How about that?”
 
   Safe. A family diner was safe. Right?
 
   She shrugged and gave him an awkward smile. “Sure.”
 
   He motioned that way, and she stepped in beside him as they took the short walk across the parking long. He held the door for her as they went in, and she, again, gave him a tentative smile, one that he didn’t quite know what to do with.
 
   Was she just being friendly? Had she ever even once given him a “come-on” look or lingering glance? He didn’t think so. She was pretty much all business at school, except when she let her hair down once in a while in the teachers’ lounge. She was great at cracking jokes to ease the tension, particularly around testing times when everyone was a bit “testy.”
 
   He’d known her for years, but he couldn’t ever remember seeing her in a social situation outside of school. Was this lunch a first? He wracked his brain trying to recall.
 
   No. Other than get-togethers at other teacher’s homes, or at school events, this was it. Why?
 
   He’d had to ask himself that question, but the answer was obvious. The “no dating teachers” rule was the reason.
 
   The hostess led them to a corner booth, and Patti slipped in the far side. He sat opposite her and couldn’t take his gaze off her. She looked up at the woman, who was handing out menus and chatting, and smiled. He watched her pert, upturned nose, lazily lingered over her cute profile, and sighed.
 
   Deep.
 
   Hell. This lunch was probably a mistake.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   He looked toward the chatty hostess. “Hm?”
 
   “Something to drink?”
 
   “Oh, sure. Iced tea is good.”
 
   “Sweet or unsweet?”
 
   “Oh, sweet, of course.”
 
   She nodded. “Two sweet teas coming up.” Then she left. He gripped his menu and stared straight across the table to Patti, who rattled on….
 
   “I’m not sure I’ve ever seen you out of Legend, Jim. All these years.” She popped open the menu, perused it for a moment, then took a peek over the top. Jim realized he’d not even looked at his yet and wondered if he should. Eventually. “It’s kind of like the kids, you know?” she started in again, “they think the teacher’s live at the school and are surprised to see them in the Piggly Wiggly. Like they don’t belong there, or something. Kind of like you and me, here, now, in Pigeon Forge. Odd, huh?”
 
   His thoughts exactly, and he gave a slight chuckle. “Yeah. I know what you mean.”
 
   Patti brought the menu up closer to her face. “Oh, they have roast beef open-faced sandwiches. I shouldn’t, but…” She laid the menu down again. “Jim, you don’t get out much, do you?”
 
   Immediately, he smiled and relaxed somewhat. This was Patti. Just random and unexpected Patti. No worries. “Actually, no. I stick pretty close to home and school.”
 
   She cocked her head to the side. “Really? That’s a shame.”
 
   Damned straight.
 
   “You didn’t grow up here, though.”
 
   He nodded. “No, but Legend is home now.”
 
   “And before?”
 
   “I grew up in Texas.”
 
   Patti sat her menu down on the table with a slap. “I had no idea, Jim. Man, you work with someone for years and the things you don’t know about them.”
 
   Time to remedy that. At least in your case, my dear.
 
   Shit. What was he thinking? Well, he was thinking that he did want to get to know her better, that’s what. Rules be damned.
 
   He shrugged. “To tell you the truth, I don’t know a lot about you, either, Ms. Baker.”
 
   She sat back against the padded booth. “Heck, Jim. I’m pretty much an open book. Born in Legend. Live in Legend. Work in Legend. Story of my life.”
 
   The hostess returned with their tea. “Has ImaJean come to take y’alls order yet?”
 
   They both shook their heads. “Shoot. I’ll go get that girl.”
 
   Jim watched her sashay away, and had it been any other time, he might have liked watching her sashaying backside, but at the moment he was totally and physically enthralled with the woman sitting across from him at the table.
 
   He leaned forward. “Legend is a great place. I came here after graduate school looking for an administrative position. No family left in Texas, and I just made Legend my home. I like it just fine. But it sounds like you don’t?”
 
   She stared at him for a moment. “Jim, you should know me by now. I think big all the time, but I never act on it. I’ll likely never leave Legend, and well, you know, it’s probably because I am pretty happy here, if only I could just—”
 
   She brought that thought to a close real quick, and for the first time ever, Jim sensed a little vulnerability in Patti Jo Baker. As her mouth snapped shut, cutting off her sentence in mid-stream, her eyes grew wider, and her face softened. And flushed.
 
   He wasn’t sure what that meant, but he wasn’t going to find out at that moment because ImaJean, their waitress, stepped up then to take their orders.
 
   “What can I get for ya?”
 
   ****
 
   ImaJean towered over their table, and suddenly, Patti felt like a kid again. Sort of like she’d just gotten caught with her hand in the cookie jar—or that she’d done something extremely embarrassing.
 
   Thing was, the only embarrassing thing she’d done at the moment was almost tell Jim Hamilton, her boss, that she would be happier if she only had a husband.
 
   Shit!
 
   She’d let her guard down way too much. Seeing Jim out of context, away from the school and in his tight jeans, and sitting casually across from her while she ordered—sipping his tea while peering over his frosty glass—was a bit unnerving.
 
   Why? She had no clue. It was just…different.
 
   “Ma’am?”
 
   She glanced at ImaJean. “Open-faced beef sandwich,” she told her.
 
   “Hot or cold.”
 
   She grimaced. “Hot.” How else?
 
   “With gravy?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Rolls or cornbread.” Geez. Too many decisions!
 
   “Rolls.”
 
   “Green beans or slaw?”
 
   Crap! “Slaw.”
 
   ImaJean looked at Jim. “Sir?”
 
   He handed her the menu. “Ditto. Right down to the slaw.”
 
   ImaJean walked away, scribbling on her pad, and Patti sat back in her seat. “Whew!” Jim grinned at her. For the longest moment, he just sat and smiled her way. And for another long moment, she found herself completely entranced by looking into his eyes.
 
   Wow.
 
   This was a lot weird.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Their open-faced beef sandwiches came and went.
 
   They talked about school. And students. And pending snow.
 
   They shimmied around talking about nothing but those two subjects, so much so that Jim was beginning to think he was boring as hell.
 
   No wonder he couldn’t get a woman.
 
   That’s why he said what he did next. “So what do you do for fun, Patti?”
 
   The look on her face, complete with saucer-round eyes, told him that he’d likely said the wrong thing. Shit. Was that a line? Like, hey baby, what’s your sign? Surely, no. Because the last thing he wanted to do was insinuate he had asked her to lunch as a pickup.
 
   “Fun? What’s that? I teach, remember? I stay up grading papers all night rather than hitting the bars.”
 
   The right corner of her mouth jerked up in a half smile, and she started shuffling around, picking up her purse, moving her silverware aside; picked up her water glass and took a sip—all the while avoiding eye contact with him.
 
   Dammit. He’d made her uncomfortable.
 
   “Oh yeah. That’s right.” Stupid man.
 
   She glanced at her watch. Okay, there was the signal. “I think…” she started.
 
   He made an effort to look straight at the clock over the dining counter. “Oh hell. I need to get out of here.” He grabbed for the check about the same time she did, their fingers knifing together.
 
   “Oh!”
 
   “I have this.”
 
   “Oh, no. What’s my part?”
 
   “My treat.” Man, was she in a hurry. Well, so was he.
 
   “Then I have the tip.” She scooted to the edge of her booth seat.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Those fingers he’d collided with earlier plunged into her leather bag and pulled out a wad of bills. “There, that should do it,” she said.
 
   “I’ll go find ImaJean.”
 
   “You do that.”
 
   They stood, both of them, facing each other, jerking first one way and then that, followed by a momentary pause halting all the skitter-skatter.
 
   “I’m off now,” he said.
 
   “Me too.”
 
   Jim turned toward the counter, stopped, and glanced back.
 
   Patti evidentially had turned the opposite way because she was half-turned too; her gaze shooting over her shoulder. “Thanks for lunch,” she told him. “See you Monday.”
 
   He nodded, noting that her bottom lip was firmly embedded between her teeth. And for the first time ever, Patti Jo Baker looked, well, vulnerable.
 
   He gave her a wave. “Monday.”
 
   ****
 
   Halfway home during her thirty minute drive to Legend, Patti finally exhaled. Normally her radio would have been blaring, she would have been singing, and her brain would have been ticking off all sorts of to-dos for her weekend.
 
   But not this day. And not during this trip.
 
   Something strange was going on with Jim, and she couldn’t quite put her finger on it. She wondered if he was overly stressed, or if the kids were finally getting to him or something because it was like he wasn’t concentrating at all on having a conversation with her.
 
   It was a thought she couldn’t get off her mind.
 
   It was unlike Jim to be quiet, and several times during their lunch, the silence had filled the air between them in the booth. Of course, it was normally unlikely for her to be so quiet too, and that’s what got her to contemplate what was going on with Jim, because she knew there was nothing wrong with her.
 
   It had to be him. He wasn’t holding up his end of the conversation.
 
   And it was like, well…it was like he was shy or something. This was not the Jim Hamilton she knew. The leader of the school who could bark at middle schoolers on the lawn to get them back to their side of the playground, the man who took charge of their faculty meetings even when the teacher’s got rowdy. The guy who could sooth and sway an irate parent with the best of them.
 
   Jim was way too quiet today, and for whatever reason it was bugging the hell out of her.
 
   Wait.
 
   But was it Jim?
 
   Or was it really her? Had she done something? Said something? Felt something?
 
   Her heart clutched.
 
   “Dammit.” She had not felt anything. Nothing at all. Especially not when their fingers touched.
 
   No. When they’d touched, there was nothing.
 
   Definitely not a spark. Not even one twit of one.
 
   Swallowing hard, Patti stared ahead out of her windshield and looked at the gray sky, wondering if, indeed, they had snow in their forecast and tried to forget that last notion altogether.
 
   No. No spark.
 
   “Liar.”
 
   ****
 
   A couple of hours later she approached the little Victorian cottage that was Suzie’s B&B. There was a sting of ice crystals in the air, a slant of sleet breaking through night. It was almost eight p.m. and it had been dark for a couple of hours now. She wondered if she should stay very long because of the weather.
 
   Of course Suzie didn’t live too far from where Patti lived. Nothing in Legend was very far away from anything. The B&B did sit on the edge of town, though, closer to the lake and the mountain, and for whatever crazy reason, storms were worse on this side of town.
 
   “I won’t stay long,” she muttered, gripping her bags tighter and stepping onto the porch. “Besides this is not going to work anyway. How could it?”
 
   She had little confidence that Suzie Matthews would find her a husband. It might have worked for Mary Lou Picketts and for Lyssa Larkin, but she held no false hopes that it would work for her.
 
   None.
 
   But hey, she got new clothes and a makeover out of the deal.
 
   About the same time she raised her hand to rap on the red door trimmed in greenery, Suzie snatched it open with a smile and said, “Patti Jo! Come on in. We’ve been waiting for you!”
 
   It was the “we” that gave her a moment’s trepidation, and had she listened to those kinds of gut things that told her stuff was about to happen, she might have turned tail and ran.
 
   But she hadn’t.
 
   She forged ahead, her packages grasped to her chest, and crossed the threshold.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   “Patti! We’re so glad you could make it!”
 
   Shit.
 
   She glanced about. People.
 
   There was a couple here. A couple there. Everywhere a couple.
 
   Over by the fireplace stood another, Suzie’s sister, Chelly—they were in the same class in school—and her husband, Matt. Suzie’s husband, Brad, headed toward his wife. They made couple number four. And coming in from the kitchen, was her best friend Kate, and her hunky hubby, Mike. Couple number five.
 
   Couples.
 
   But she was a single.
 
   And damn her, Suzie said nothing about a party. Had she misunderstood?
 
   Kate rushed forward, took a couple of packages from her arms, and kissed her on the cheek. “I didn’t know if you were coming or not!” she exclaimed, then turned to her husband. “Mike, can you take these things upstairs to the blue room? First door on the left.” Then giving Patti her full attention, she smiled. “Merry Christmas, sweetheart. Glad you are here.”
 
   Patti lowered her chin and her voice. “Kate, what the hell…”
 
   Kate grasped her arm and twisted away, dragging her toward the couple closest to the door. “There’s Nash and Mary Lou over there. You remember them, right?” She waved and Patti gave a little finger wave and grin back to the happy and newly married couple.
 
   Something didn’t feel right in her tummy.
 
   She turned back to Kate. “Tell me, please…”
 
   “Oh!” Kate exclaimed, this time dragging her by the elbow to her left. “I don’t think you know Midnight and Martin, do you? Midnight owns the Emporium downtown.”
 
   What the hell…
 
   She halted Kate, twirled her around, and then Patti did the leading off, pulling Kate toward the kitchen. Once they were behind the solid oak door of the room, she lit into her. “Of course I know Midnight, Kate. I’ve lived here forever. I don’t believe there is a person in Legend that I do not know. Now,” she faced her, square on, and took another half-step closer to her friend, “tell me what is going on. I came here for a private consult with Suzie, and there is a party going on. A party, where there are couples everywhere. And me? I’m not a couple. It’s obvious. Something is up, and I don’t like it. I don’t like being left in the dark, and you know that, so Kate, my dear friend, you need to tell me right this instant what in the world…”
 
   A man cleared his throat. The two women simultaneously whirled to their rear. There, standing by the coffee pot, stood Jim Hamilton.
 
   Hell’s Christmas Bells.
 
   “Well, hello there, Patti. Long time no see.”
 
   “Jim? Oh, hello.”
 
   He stepped toward them. “Funny, I didn’t know you were coming tonight. You never mentioned it this afternoon.”
 
   I didn’t know I was coming either. To a party, that is. “Slipped my mind.”
 
   He nodded and lifted his coffee cup to his mouth and sipped. She watched his Adam’s apple bob a little bit as he swallowed. His head tipped toward the living room. “See you later.”
 
   Then he left.
 
   Patti watched him leave, balled up whatever confusion that was spiraling around just beneath her breastbone into a neat and tidy package, and slowly looked to Kate.
 
   “This was your idea,” she said to her.
 
   Kate shrugged. “What idea?”
 
   “Jim. Are you trying to fix me up with Jim?”
 
   Shaking her head, Kate responded, “Heck, Patti, why would I do that? I figure if you and Jim were ever gonna get together, you would have done it by now. How long have you known him? Six years or more.”
 
   Patti waved her hands and circled around, pacing. “I don’t know. About that, probably. Then why is he here?”
 
   Again, Patti shrugged. “I don’t know the answer to that, Patti. Why don’t you ask Suzie?”
 
   Suzie?
 
   It was then that her brain settled on the matchmaking idea that she and Suzie had talked about this morning.
 
   Ah, shit. No.
 
   And as she contemplated that all the more, she determined that she had to talk to Suzie pronto and get this thing straightened out. Jim Hamilton was not the man she needed to be matchmaked with. He didn’t fit her criteria, not at all.
 
   And the second thing she needed to do was to tell him right straight flat out that this wasn’t her idea and that she was definitely not interested in a relationship with him.
 
   She turned toward the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Kate asked, crowding close behind her.
 
   Patti glanced over her shoulder, caught her friend’s gaze and held it for a sec, then said, “To undo stuff.”
 
   Then she pushed back into Suzie’s living room before Kate could stop her.
 
   ****
 
   The temperature outside was probably in the twenties, but Jim was sweating like a pig in a trailer outside a BBQ smokehouse. Reaching for his collar, he pulled it away from his damp neck, wondering why he’d worn a sweater. He didn’t wear clothes like this normally. He was pretty much into button-downed collars and trousers at school and t-shirts and sweats around the house; an occasional pair of jeans if he was out and about in town. And the sweater? Not his favorite choice.
 
   But he’d been told to dress a little differently from the norm. That he might get noticed that way. Well, hell… This wasn’t him, and he was damned uncomfortable.
 
   He moved away from the fireplace, let his gaze settle and linger over the room and the people in it for a moment. Next he eyed the front door. Everyone was pretty much engaged in conversation or eating appetizers, so he decided to go for it. Five minutes on the porch, breathing in the crisp, night air, would do wonders to chill the sweat on his brow and around his neck.
 
   Not to mention cool off his libido.
 
   Damn. One look at her. One glance his way from those sexy green eyes. One soft hush of her voice…and he was hard as a rock.
 
   He had to get out of here. Moving with stealth, he headed for the door, turned the knob, and was out on the porch before anyone could ask where he was going.
 
   Once there he let out a huge sigh of relief, closed his eyes, leaned against a porch pillar, and tried to get his mind on anything but the aching bulge in his pants.
 
   He stayed that way for several minutes, soaking in the calm, the party chatter in the background. A thin sheen of snow had fallen within the forty-five minutes he’d been here, and he looked up into the clouds, wondering if more was on the way. He’d not listened to the weather all day, and sometimes, in this neck of the woods, the weather could change on a dime.
 
   No matter. He wouldn’t hang around here too much longer. In fact, he wondered, perhaps he should go in, make a round, say his good-byes, and be off for home. But wait—that meant he had to face Suzie, and he wasn’t sure he could do that. And he had to face Patti, and that was out too.
 
   Maybe he should just leave now, without saying anything to anyone. He could always call back and tell Suzie he’d been ill, decided to head on home, thanks for the party and the nice idea about Patti, but well…
 
   Shit. What was he doing? Avoidance. He’d never acted this way before. He didn’t sneak around, and he didn’t lie. At least now that he was grown up. Forget those times as a kid. But he was about to lie his way out of leaving this party.
 
   Was he that desperate to leave? And why, when lately it was all he could do to keep Patti Jo Baker off his mind, did he want to scramble away when she was put smack out before him, in a socially acceptable situation, for the offering?
 
   “Because of the rules,” he said quietly. Better just to get on home. Plead forgiveness later.
 
   Pushing away from the pillar, he took one hard step down from the porch. The next couple of steps were easier. Sleet hit his face as he moved into the wind and down the sidewalk.
 
   Behind him, the party chatter suddenly got louder, he turned, registered a sinking feeling in his gut, and caught a pert silhouette in the open doorway.
 
   Then he heard the following: “Jim Hamilton, where in hell do you think you are going?”
 
   Busted.
 
   ****
 
   Oh, freakin’ crap. He’s getting away before I can right this wrong.
 
   “Jim!” Patti called out again. “Wait!”
 
   Without a thought, she headed down the porch steps, her gaze fixed on the man who had just whipped back to look at her. In her right hand she held a really cool piece of spicy cinnamon candy—homemade by Suzie—that she’d snatched from a plate right inside the door. As she descended the steps, she popped the hard candy into her mouth, momentarily distracted by her quest. Good, the candy was awesome! She sucked the crisp night air in over her teeth.
 
   Nice.
 
   Jim caught her eye. She hated to admit it, but he was nice too.
 
   He looked…different…this evening, standing there in the moonlight with little crystal flecks of snow on his shoulders, looking back at her. In fact she probably paid too much attention to how he looked to her because as her left boot hit the bottom step, she felt her knee give away, her body pitch forward, her right elbow go out, and from then on, it was rather an ugly scene, she figured, from the outside looking in.
 
   “Oh, God…”
 
   She groaned and lay in a heap on the cold sidewalk and lit into a coughing fit. Candy. She gagged and rolled the hard sugar piece in her mouth and tucked it into her cheek. Last thing she needed was to die from asphyxiation on Suzie’s front steps.
 
   Within half a second, Jim was at her side, calling her name, feeling all her bones. Had she smacked her head too? Yes. She’d plonked the porch railing on the way down, and the pain in her forehead didn’t feel so good. Darn it….
 
   She thought she heard Jim mumble a slew of curses—one that she’d never ever heard him say before—as he picked her up, carried her up the porch steps, barreled through the door, and into Suzie’s house.
 
   “Really, Jim…this isn’t…” she slurred.
 
   “Just be quiet, Patti. For once, just be quiet.”
 
   It was all a blur. Her body was whisked through the room, and as the couples started exclaiming things like, “what the heck?” and “oh darn, is she all right?” she just let Jim take over and say things like, “yes, yes” and “took a little spill on the ice” and “I think so” to which she heard Suzie remark, “take her to my bedroom, just off the kitchen,” and that’s when Patti groaned for real, again, because not only did her elbow and head hurt like hell, but there was some other feeling deep in her gut that told her she was in trouble.
 
   Some sort of trouble. She just didn’t know what yet.
 
   They rushed through the kitchen, the oak door swinging, passed through the small breezeway/sunroom—she’d always liked that room of Suzie’s—and then into their private bedroom quarters where Jim placed her on a gigantic, king-sized bed. The door shut behind them.
 
   She expected the throng of couples to crowd in after, but she was wrong.
 
   They were alone.
 
   Jim sat next to her and brushed an unruly shock of hair out of her face. “Damn, that was a nasty spill. Let me look at you.”
 
   His fingertips softly grazed over her forehead and temple, and involuntarily, Patti closed her eyes. For a moment, there was silence.
 
   Too much silence.
 
   Slowly she fluttered her eyelids open to see Jim leaning over her, his right hand still stroking the fine baby hairs away from her temple, and gazing down at her with concern and…and…and….
 
   “You had me worried there for a moment,” he whispered.
 
   “I think I’m okay,” she replied, her voice a little breathy.
 
   “How is your head?”
 
   She winced. “It hurts a little.”
 
   “What else hurts?”
 
   She was trying to figure that out. “My elbow. This one.”
 
   With care she raised her right arm, and he leaned the opposite direction, bracing himself with his arm at her side, to examine it.
 
   “I’m sure it will be fine. Ow.” He’d grasped right at the crazy bone.
 
   “Tender?”
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Should we take you to the emergency room?”
 
   She shook her head and wished she hadn’t. That hurt a little. “No. No, I’m fine.” She tried to sit up. He positioned himself so that she couldn’t.
 
   “Patti, lay back and catch your breath. Give yourself a minute.”
 
   Well I would, she thought, except that you are leaning over me way too close, looking into my face, and for some strange reason that makes me all squirmy.
 
   So she closed her eyes again for a second, inhaled, exhaled, and opened them again.
 
   Jim still watched her.
 
   “Jim…”
 
   He placed a finger on her lips. A tingle shot through to her chest.
 
   “Patti, I’m going to tell you something, just so I can give you fair warning. This is a little awkward, maybe, and I hope you don’t clobber me or something, but I am going to kiss you. Kiss you hard. Right here. And right now.”
 
   She swallowed. “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   And his lips descended.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   From the moment he put his hands on her, and while he had cave-manned his way through the house with her in his arms, up until this very moment in time, Jim hadn’t really engaged his pre-Doctorate degree brain or considered any serious consequences of his actions.
 
   And he wasn’t considering any of that now.
 
   While he had the chance, he was taking it. And as he leaned into Patti, his chest flattening against hers, his lips capturing those red, slightly trembling and luscious lips of hers, he wasn’t thinking about anything but pleasure.
 
   Pure, unadulterated, pleasure.
 
   She tasted like cinnamon.
 
   Like sugar.
 
   Like…candy.
 
   Oh, yes….
 
   At first he touched his lips to her sticky ones in a tentative and tender way, but before the kiss was through, he had inclined further, repositioning himself somewhat at her side, cradled her head in his hands, and deepened that kiss. His tongue sweeped inside—
 
   Patti jerked away. “Um. Wait,” she mumbled.
 
   Reaching up, she pulled a round, red candy out of her mouth and shrugged. “Sorry.”
 
   “No problem.” She had the candy between her fingers, and on a whim he grasped her hand and sucked it right off her fingertips, taking it into his mouth. “Yum…” he growled.
 
   Caution to the wind. Yes, for once in his life….
 
   Patti’s round-eyed gaze never left his. “Wha—”
 
   She tilted her head up, and Jim didn’t need anything more to let him know that she was open to this subject of kissing. Plunging straight ahead, he took her lips again, mingling and suckling and taking what he wanted to be his.
 
   Sweet, mother….
 
   A moan curled up from deep in his throat, and he passed it off to her through his open lips. Hers responded, and he raked the tip of his tongue over her smooth teeth. It was she, then, who echoed his moan right back at him, and arched up to meet his tongue, thrust for thrust.
 
   Hot. Friggin’. Damn.
 
   With a gasp she broke away. Her hands had worked their way up to his shoulders. Jim jerked back.
 
   They stayed frozen there for a moment, eyes wide, peering into one another’s face.
 
   “Oh my God,” said Patti, clasping a hand over her mouth. “Oh. My. God.”
 
   “Bad idea?” He surely hoped she’d say no.
 
   She pushed at his chest and scooted up toward the headboard somewhat. He reared back to let her. “Oh, Jim. Oh, crap. We have to talk.”
 
   “Patti, let me start, I…”
 
   “Jim, I’ll confess, I did hire Suzie for a matchmaking job.” Suddenly she appeared very alert and coherent. Bump on the head healed already? “…but I did not ask her to go after you, to hook me up with you, I mean!” She slid out from under him and stood next to the bed, wringing her hands and glancing about.
 
   “What?” He sat still, looking up at her. This was about to be his worst nightmare come true.
 
   “It can’t be you,” she told him, her eyes still wide. “It can’t. It. Just. Can’t.”
 
   “I…I…”
 
   “I didn’t hire her to fix me up with you. You have to believe that. Oh, God! What must you think? Jim, I’ve never, ever once been interested in you. Not once! You have to believe me. I did not plan this. I didn’t even know there was a party here tonight and now…now…”
 
   She headed for the door, and all Jim could do was stare after her. Then she turned abruptly, clenched the hair on either side of her head into her fists, and said, “Now it’s all screwed up! What you must think of me! I can never be in your presence again. Oh, shit. I am going to have to quit my job. I am sooooo embarrassed! Oh Hell’s Christmas Bells…”
 
   And with that, she was gone.
 
   Jim sat in the quiet room for several long ticks of the bedside alarm clock and contemplated his next move. Exiting through the front door meant forced conversations with all of the people out there. Exiting via the kitchen door meant he was a coward.
 
   In the end he said the hell with it and snuck out the back way.
 
   He went home. Where he should have stayed all along.
 
   ****
 
   Sunday came and went, quick as a whistle. Patti barely got out of bed. She slept late, stayed in her jammies all day, and read books. Mysteries. Not romance. Reading seemed to be the only activity she could engage in to keep her brain busy, and not get immediately embarrassed by her actions of the previous night.
 
   On Monday morning she faced the inevitable. She had to go to school, had to get the decorations up in the gym, and had to get the booths, tables and chairs arranged around the perimeter. She needed help, sure, and a lot of people had signed up. But she had to lead the charge, and damn if she did not feel like leading anything.
 
   Not one bit.
 
   Embarrassed, still, her biggest worry was coming face-to-face with Jim. This whole Jim mess was something she’d rather not think about at the moment. And Suzie, well, when she got a chance to have a heart-to-heart with her….
 
   But now was not the time.
 
   She had one strategy today: to stay out of the front part of the school and Jim’s way, and hope to hell if he came in the gym, someone would snag him and get him busy so she wouldn’t have to speak with him at all.
 
   It was the best she could come up with. Otherwise she was going to have to move to Alaska. Tomorrow.
 
   For the first half of the day, all was well. She managed to use whatever volunteers were available to get the heavy work done right up front. All of the tables were set up and several of them had their booths constructed on top of them. Decorations were in the hanging process, and for the first time this Christmas season, Patti felt like she might just pull off another fantastic Winter Carnival.
 
   Then all hell broke loose.
 
   The commotion came from the big double entry doors to the gym. What kids were there scampered off first. The adults lifted their gazes a little more slowly as the word spread.
 
   “Cupcakes.” Someone said.
 
   “Cupcakes!” Another proclaimed, louder now.
 
   “Cupcakes! Cupcakes! “ Came the chant once more.
 
    
 
   And within seconds all of her help had dissipated, converging on Legend’s own hostess with the mostess, Suzie Matthews, the Matchmaking Chef, and the best damned cupcake baker in town, who was holding one humongous box of delectable cupcake confection. Her sister, Chelly, brought up the rear with another just like it, followed by Sydney with a third.
 
   “Great.” Patti stared her way. “It will be hell getting these people back to work later,” she said out loud, although there was no one near to hear. Sugar rush and a nap was what she could see in their futures.
 
   Then her gaze lifted over Suzie’s shoulder, and her eyes connected straight-away with the one set of eyes she did not want to see this day, not at all—Jim Hamilton’s. It was all she could do not to jerk away, break the stare, and go running blindly out of the building, mortified. As it was she simply slipped her gaze sideways, lingered for a moment, and then quietly and efficiently exited the gym, strolled down the hallway, and locked herself inside her classroom—in the far, way back corner, sitting between the wall and a very old and tall storage cabinet.
 
   Then she cried the most confused tears she’d ever cried in her life.
 
   ****
 
   Well he had avoided the inevitable long enough.
 
   All weekend he had mulled over the situation, and after taking some time to ponder, he finally figured it all out. After he cajoled Mike and Kate into confirming his suspicions, he knew at some point he was going to have to have a serious talk with Ms. Patti Jo Baker.
 
   Today wasn’t the day on his list, but heck, why put it off? And seeing Patti go skittering off out of the gym after her glance met his, well, it seemed like the appropriate time.
 
   He had to talk to her, set some things straight. Now.
 
   Assuming she’d gone to her classroom, he moved down the hallway. Empty. His sneakers squelched on the newly mopped and waxed floor as he walked. Her classroom was about halfway down on the right. He arrived; jiggled the door handle. Locked.
 
   He gave a quick glance inside. The room appeared empty. About to turn away, a slight movement across the room caught his eye. He angled his gaze toward the rear of the room. Yes.
 
   There. A foot. Twitching and moving about. Behind the cabinet.
 
   “What in the hell.”
 
   Jim reached into his pocket for his keys, found the master, slid it in the lock, and quickly slipped inside the classroom. As quiet as he could muster, he shut the door and locked it behind him. With soft footfall, he crossed the room to where he stood directly in front of Patti, who at that precise moment inhaled deep and let out a big sob.
 
   “What in the world.” He crouched before her.
 
   She jumped, flattened herself further into the corner, and wailed, “Jim! What are you doing here?”
 
   “Just trying to figure out what is going on with you. Come on out of there, Patti. We need to talk about this.”
 
   Her head gave a brisk shake. “Nothing to talk about, Jim.”
 
   He moved a little closer. “Why are you crying?”
 
   She swiped both hands over her face in a downward motion. “I’m not crying. Who said I was crying?”
 
   Stifling a chuckle, he reached for her hand, grasped it, and pulled her to her feet as he stood. “I said you are crying, and you are.”
 
   Steadying her in front of him, much like he would do one of his students when he wanted their full attention, he peered down into her face and said, “Don’t move.”
 
   Surprisingly, she obeyed.
 
   He reached into his pocket for a handkerchief, looked into her eyes as he wiped away fat tears from her face and beneath her eyelids, and said, “Now if those aren’t tears, I don’t know what are.”
 
   Patti sniffled. “Oh, all right. I was crying.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She glanced off. “Because.”
 
   He caught her chin between thumb and forefinger and pulled her back to look at him.
 
   “Because why.”
 
   Sniffling, again.
 
   “Patti…”
 
   “Oh, geez, Jim. This is so embarrassing. I’m serious. I don’t know what to do here. I mean, we kissed. I can’t work here now.”
 
   He studied her for a moment. “Perhaps that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   She froze. “What?”
 
   “I said, perhaps that’s not a bad idea.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about. I’d have to quit, Jim. Find another job. Move to Alaska maybe.”
 
   She was so cute, and bewildered, it was very difficult for him to not chuckle at her sincerity, even though it was ridiculous. Slowly he moved closer to her. She backed into the corner. He took another step. She was flat against the wall now.
 
   “Jim. Stop. We…”
 
   “Patti, I want you to transfer to the middle school. You have a middle school certificate, right?”
 
   She blinked. “Yes, but…”
 
   “Put in for a transfer.”
 
   “Why? Oh, shit, Jim! I swear; it was Suzie, not me! It was not my idea. Please, please don’t make me quit my job because of some silly thing. I swear, I didn’t know she had invited you…it wasn’t my doing. Don’t make me quit because I was an idiot. It was all Kate’s idea to begin with, the matchmaking thing instead of the online dating services and all, so really, please don’t make me…”
 
   Jim had quite had enough. He crowded closer, into that tight space between cabinet and wall, and looked square in her eyes. “Transfer, Patti, because I have this rule. I don’t date my teachers, and that complicates things because I don’t want to stop kissing you.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   In all of her days, Patti was pretty darned sure she had never seen a more serious look from a man, not like the one she was seeing right now coming from Jim.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “Jim, this is all sort of weird and confusing.”
 
   He didn’t respond, but what he did do confused her even more. His hands went to her waist and he snaked them around to her back, pulling her snug up against him. She had to admit that felt pretty darned enjoyable, for Jim was tall and nicely built, and he had fine broad shoulders that she had never really noticed before, until now, and, the real unsettling thing was, that his gaze had traveled to her lips, and he was watching them move as she spoke.
 
   She couldn’t help it. She licked those lips while he was watching.
 
   “Forget weird,” he said, and she closed her eyes as he moved in for the kiss.
 
   A kiss that they weren’t supposed to be having since there were “rules.”
 
   A kiss that felt quite possibly like the best kiss she’d ever had in the world. His lips were firm, moist, and all over hers. He tasted like wood smoke and salt, and every time those lips scraped over hers, her tummy turned to jelly and quivered, sending little sparks down to her toes, and all she wanted to do was get closer and put her arms around his neck, which she did, and thread her fingers through his hair, which she did, and let him kiss her more and more and more and more and more….
 
   After a moment of feeling like she was stealing kisses in the barn back of the football field, she moved her hands to his face and pulled away.
 
   “Jim,” she said. “I need to go.”
 
   She hated the defeated look on his face, and it seemed his stature dropped about four inches at her words. “Patti, please… I know this kissing thing is new, but we’ve known each other forever, and, please, let’s just…”
 
   This time she placed her fingertips on Jim’s lips. “I need to get over to the school board office before it closes. Today is the last day they are open before the holidays. And if I want to put in that transfer to possibly get into the middle school by January, I need to get moving.”
 
   With a dumbfounded look on his face, Jim stepped back and let her pass. Patti went to her desk and retrieved her purse, then ran back into his arms for one last, lingering kiss on the lips, then turned and left.
 
   ****
 
   Watching her go was like witnessing a tornado pass through your neighborhood. You weren’t sure in which direction the thing was going to go, whether you should take cover or run, or simply just stand there in fascination unable to take your eyes off of what was happening.
 
   Jim decided he didn’t have time for any of it. Patti was gone, headed off to the school board office. Asking for a transfer?
 
   He wanted to smile. There was some part of him that wanted to be elated. Her revelation meant that she was interested in him. And he, well, of course he was interested in her.
 
   Wasn’t he?
 
   But shit. She was going to ask for a transfer. In the middle of the school year. And they would ask a reason. And what would she say? Surely she wouldn’t say it was because they had been kissing in her classroom, would she? Certainly she would make something up. Right?
 
   Suddenly his nerves made him a little queasy.
 
   What would she make up?
 
   Teachers don’t just leave, or ask for transfers in the middle of the year, unless something is really, really wrong with their job, and he didn’t need something like that coming down on him and the school.
 
   He couldn’t afford rumors. And the receptionist at the board office was eager for gossip and could squeeze information out of a turnip if she wanted to….
 
   Oh, hell.
 
   Jim raced out of Patti’s classroom and toward his office. He glanced at this watch. Patti had been gone only a few minutes. If he was quick about it, he could get to the phone in his office before she got there. Racing hell-bent-for-leather, he turned the corner on those newly waxed tile floors, skidded around a water fountain, and made a beeline for his office where he shut the door real quick, ran to his phone, and made the call.
 
   He relaxed when the person on the other end picked up the phone, and he could say,
 
   “Hey, it’s Jim, and I need a huge favor.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Too busy to think much about it, Patti sailed through Tuesday and worked her ass off all day on Wednesday. The carnival started at five o’clock in the evening with a chili supper until six. After that, the short Christmas caroling session would begin, with the games and other fun stuff to follow.
 
   Exhaustion was Patti’s middle name, but she kept on going like the Energizer Bunny. No time to stop. No time to think.
 
   About kisses.
 
   About Jim.
 
   About stupid transfers to the middle school.
 
   What had she been thinking?
 
   For forty-eight hours she’d swept it all out of her mind. For the first twenty-four, she’d been elated. Jim’s kisses were to-die-for and made her feel really tingling and special inside. Over the next twelve, she was beginning to falter. And all day long today, she was very much regretting having even said anything to Jim about asking for a transfer.
 
   Because, well, she never made it to the school board office. She’d gotten caught at the light on Jacobs and Main, and by the time she had gotten there, they’d closed up shop early and had gone home.
 
   But she’d never told Jim that. Because she’d not talked to him, not that she was avoiding him. And she assumed that he assumed she had gone and done it.
 
   That confused feeling settled over her gut again.
 
   What should she do? Tell him the truth? That she didn’t make it there in time? Because in all honesty, she wasn’t even sure that she wanted to transfer to the middle school. She loved her fourth graders!
 
   But then if she didn’t transfer, and if she told him what she’d not done, she wouldn’t be able to sample his kisses anymore, and in all honesty, she wasn’t quite ready to give them up yet.
 
   They were too new and needed exploring.
 
   Later, after the chili and the caroling, the fun stuff began. There were face painting booths, snow cone machines, lots of games with the kind of crap that kids loved, and moms hated, for prizes, a dunking booth—brrrr—and various and sundry other kinds of fun to be had by all.
 
   Patti had just put out the sign on her booth when Suzie and her family stepped up in front of her.
 
   “Hey, Patti, I just wanted to say…”
 
   “No worries, Suzie. I’m fine. I don’t really know what happened on Saturday night, but it’s okay. I guess you’re off my case then officially, huh? Since I sort of screwed things up the first time. ‘Cause, you know, I don’t wanna ruin your track record.”
 
   She watched Suzie glance up to her husband, then back to her. “Oh, um, Patti, of course we’re not through! We barely got started. In fact, I may even have a blind date for you, if you’re up for it.”
 
   What? No. Not this, not now….
 
   “Blind date?” She glanced about, having said that a mite too loud, and she had no clue who was standing around her. In fact it sort of made her nervous to talk to Suzie out in public, at all, her being a matchmaker and all. Were people talking? Thinking that she had to stoop so low…
 
   “You mentioned New Year’s Eve. I have a bite, if you are interested. Small group of my friends, and we have a singleton, a male of course, and well, if you would like to round out the group. We’re having dinner at the Lodge and then a private party in one of the suites. Let me know, and I’ll make all of the arrangements.”
 
   So was it as simple as that? Apparently.
 
   She bobbed her head. “Okay. Well, let me think on it. Thanks, Suzie.”
 
   The chef smiled back, then herded her family off in another direction. Patti returned to her booth, finally ready to get things started, and tacked up her sign good and straight on the left support.
 
   “My God, I cannot believe you are doing that!”
 
   Patti spun at the words, only to face Kate, who was staring aghast at her sign. “What’s wrong?” she asked her.
 
   “Patti, you’ve got to be kidding me. This is the kids’ Winter Carnival. A kissing booth?”
 
   She squared herself in front of her friend. “Yes. Why not?”
 
   “Why not? Why? You can’t pass out kisses here like some hooker on the street. This is a school and community function! There are kids here. What were you thinking?”
 
   What was I thinking? It’s charity, that’s what.
 
   “You don’t understand, Kate, it’s not what you think. Just hang around for a few minutes, and you’ll see.” She glanced over Kate’s shoulder. “In fact a line is already forming, so if,” she grasped her upper arms and scooted her aside, “you could slide over to your right just a little bit…”
 
   There. There they were. A huge big long line of them. Men.
 
   All wanting kisses.
 
   Was this not Heaven? And could there possibly, in that long line of men waiting to sample her kisses, be the man of her dreams?
 
   All thinking about Jim aside, at the notion of a potential suitor in the line, the old feelings of excitement and anticipation that she used to get when perusing the online matchmaking sites came back to her. Choices. She liked choices, didn’t she?
 
   Well, just because Jim Hamilton had suggested she quit her job just so he could continue kissing, didn’t mean that she couldn’t go sampling kisses, or potential kisses, from others, right?
 
   I mean, it’s not like he owns me. And how dare he ask me to quit my job anyway!
 
   It had been a very good idea when she’d come up with it a couple of weeks ago, and it still was. The hospital thought so too. For every kiss she gave out, a man had to pay a dollar.
 
   Thing was, they weren’t getting real kisses, just candy ones. Hard candy kisses that she’d had made up special for the occasion at Bittersweets. Jillian Bass was such a dear. Normally she only did chocolate truffles, but she had made an exception for this event. And she’d donated all her time and the ingredients.
 
   It was all part of the hospital’s “Candy for Kisses” campaign to stop the spread of flu germs this winter.
 
   But oh, looking at the specimens waiting patiently in line in front of her, she wondered if she might sacrifice a few germs for a couple of short pecks on the cheek from just a few of them….
 
   ****
 
   Jim felt good. Pretty good, anyway.
 
   And once this night was finished, he’d feel much better. The Winter Carnival was one of the biggest community events of the season, and both the school board and the community expected it to be successful. Patti had been in charge for years, and she’d always delivered.
 
   He was proud of her, for this year and in the past, and he wondered why he’d never given her huge praises for all that she pulled off. He’d have to remedy that.
 
   Even though he’d not seen her for a couple of days, he felt semi-good about where they were in this budding relationship. He’d feel better when a few things were settled. One being this thing about her job. He’d thought about it quite a bit, and he didn’t want to lose her at his school, and middle school would drain the creativity out of her. Oh, she was an excellent teacher, and her personality was likely perfect for teaching middle school, but the fact remained that he wanted her here, in his school, and he wanted her kisses, too.
 
   So they’d just have to work some things out on those issues. Dammit, he’d break his own rule, too, to make it work.
 
   He was so glad he’d gotten in touch with the Assistant Superintendent before Patti had arrived. He’d not heard back yet from Tom Porter, but he trusted that his request had been met.
 
   He supposed Patti would be upset about that, but he figured this was not the time to discuss it.
 
   But they would. Soon.
 
   He spanned the gymnasium; the crowd was thick. Kids with elf faces where running about. Santa was in one corner taking requests; Mrs. Santa was passing out cookies. There were reindeer games happening over in the far corner with the P.E. teacher, and a Frosty the Snowman building contest happening in the center of it all. The perimeter was lined with booths—bake sales, informational tables, a gingerbread house making station, and there, over in the corner….
 
   What in the world? There was quite a bit of commotion over there it seemed.
 
   Principal mode kicked in pretty darned fast. Wherever there were crowds, be them kids or parents, he got worried. Bigger things happened with numbers. He scurried over to that end of the gym just to see what was going on.
 
   A very long line snaked all the way from the Snow Cone machine, weaving in and out of the “dunk the teacher” machine area, to around the corner. He followed, moving closer to the source, hearing a few cheers and snickers go up on his way.
 
   He noticed Tom Porter, the Assistant Superintendent, standing off to the side, watching, a frown on his face. Distracted by that, he went to his side, stood next to him, and gazed off between the crowd toward the booth.
 
   “Looks like a lot of action going on here, huh, Tom?”
 
   Tom’s glare bolted straight ahead. “Yup. Are you going to do something about this, or shall I?”
 
   He wasn’t sure, exactly, what Tom was referring to until he swung his own gaze a little further to the right, got a good angle between a couple of really tall men, and saw for the first time exactly what Tom was speaking of.
 
   A very tall man had just dipped Patti Jo Baker, planting a long and sloppy kiss square on her mouth, underneath a big sign that read, Kissing Booth: Get ‘Em While They’re Hot!
 
   His throat closed up tight. “Ah, hell…” The words slipped out on a thin breath.
 
   Inside every vein of his body, his blood boiled.
 
   ****
 
   Patti righted herself and then gently pushed back her latest kisser. All right, it was time to rein things in. This was getting a little out of hand.
 
   She’d had good intentions, truly. And she had raised a lot of money for the hospital flu campaign, so she’d met her goal there. But in all honesty, she’d really screwed with the mission of the event.
 
   She’d swapped more spit in the last hour, exchanging a helluva lot of germs with way too many men.
 
   Oh, it had started innocently enough. The first ten guys or so were okay with her bypassing their lips, and her depositing a baggy of candy kisses in their hands. But then came along Nash Rhodes, hunky country singer and husband to Mary Lou, and even though his wife was standing right there beside him, he came around the table, dipped Patti right before God and everyone, with cameras flashing, and planted a huge wet one right on her lips.
 
   It was all for publicity, and they had planned that out too. Thing was, the rest of the men in line hadn’t realized that, and when they approached for their turns, they wanted the same treatment Nash got. And what surprised her was that all the wives were cool with it. They were all laughing and having a good time, and Patti was wondering if she would come out of this with a nasty cold, and hoped, not the flu.
 
   She also hoped the hospital people wouldn’t be too upset with her.
 
   To say the least, she was getting tired of kissing, even though it was a little fun.
 
   But all of that spun on a dime when Jim Hamilton cut in line, moving all the guys back with a couple of principal-like barks and stood red-faced before her, hands on his hips, his sport coat pushed back at his waist, and glared at her.
 
   “What in the…” he glanced about, leaned in, and lowered his voice. “What in the heck do you think you are doing,” he bit out.
 
   Patti swallowed, hard, and tried like hell to stare him down, tit-for-tat. “Um. Kissing?”
 
   If his face could get any redder, it just did. His voice even lower, he strung the next words out. “Go home. You’re shut down. Go home. Now.”
 
   His anger surprised her, and it cut straight to her heart. She didn’t understand what was happening, why he was so darned angry. But the look on his face meant business, and it plummeted every teeny little hope that there might ever be something between her and Jim, to her feet and then some.
 
   “Jim,” she began softly, just really feeling a need to explain, “this isn’t what it looks like. Let me tell you what this is about. Really, Jim, it’s all harmless fun and…”
 
   He reached up, grabbed the kissing booth sign off the side of her display, and slapped it down on the table with force. A collective gasp went up in the surrounding crowd, but she kept her gaze fixed on Jim. She’d never seen him like this, not in all her days of teaching with him.
 
   “That was rude.”
 
   “You’re going to see what rude is in a moment, Patti Jo.” He crowded closer, and what he said next, was only for her ears. “If there is any kissing to be done by those lips,” he glanced to hers then jerked back up again, “I will be the one doing the kissing. Not them.” He tipped his head to the rear.
 
   “That so.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   She didn’t know how to respond to that, but he was continuing with his little rant anyway.
 
   “Now, please go before I blow my top. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
 
   And at the moment, that was her intent. She reached under the table, grabbed her purse, and gave one last pause looking at Jim before she spun, humiliated, and raced away from the table.
 
   And right into the chest of the Assistant Superintendent.
 
   “Oh. Gosh. Sorry.” She looked up into his face, wondering if he’d just witnessed that whole scene. The look he gave her said that, yeah, he probably had.
 
   Jim was suddenly at her side.
 
   Now, she thought, was probably a good time to ask for that transfer, seeing that she had just embarrassed herself to no end here with the elementary school folks. In fact this was probably the best time in the world since it seemed neither man right now was very happy with her and likely wanted her out of their hair.
 
   “Mr. Porter. I know this isn’t the best timing in the world, but on Monday morning, I want to speak with you about a transfer out of Legend Elementary. Perhaps you have something, um, out in the country? I know those schools are difficult to staff.”
 
   He still glared, then shifted his gaze to Jim, and back again. “Sorry, your request for transfer has been denied, Ms. Baker.”
 
   She was confused. But what was new, lately? “I don’t understand.”
 
   He shrugged. “Talk to your principal. He asked me to deny your transfer request a couple of days ago. So consider yourself denied. You have two options, either stay at Legend Elementary, or quit. And given the conduct I’ve seen from you tonight, I am personally hoping you will consider the latter.”
 
   Nothing, nothing, in her professional career had hurt so much. And hearing that Jim had asked to have her request denied—two days ago!—well, nothing had ever hurt her heart quite as much either.
 
   She couldn’t look either man in the face…and fled the scene.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “All right Ms. Sour Puss. It’s been over a week. Aren’t you over this yet?”
 
   Patti watched the swirls the creamer made in her coffee and felt like she was diving down into those swirly depths of dark herself. “I’m fine.”
 
   “Like hell you are.”
 
   Peeking up over her cup, she caught Kate’s stare, then looked back down again. “Look,” she said finally, “if the reason you asked me to coffee this morning is to verbally beat the crap out of me over this entire incident, well, you can stop now, because I assure you I have beaten my own self up enough for the two of us.”
 
   Kate responded with an outstretched hand placed over hers on the table. “Patti, look at me.”
 
   It took her a moment, but she did look up and connect with Kate. “What.”
 
   Kate sighed. “Forget it all. You have your job; that is the important thing.”
 
   “Well, only because Jim refuses to let me out of my contract in the middle of the year, and only because there are no positions open anywhere else in the district. He’s stuck; so I stay.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s the only reason.”
 
   Patti huffed. “You don’t? Well, I have news for you. That man wants nothing to do with me.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be so sure. Give it some time. Perhaps things could work out.”
 
   “No. No amount of time…” Her words trailed off, and she really didn’t want to think or talk about this anymore. Her stomach hurt.
 
   “Well…”
 
   “Well, well, well! Hey girls, what are you doing up so early in the morning?”
 
   Both Patti and Kate lifted their heads toward the voice. A bright and smiling Suzie Matthews approached their table. “Fancy seeing you two here early this morning at Coffee High! Have you tried Sydney’s latest scone? Oh, man…”
 
   “We just had one. They rock.” There wasn’t one iota of enthusiasm in Patti’s voice.
 
   Suzie shrugged and stepped closer. “Patti, I’m really glad I caught you. Wear the black dress. If you don’t want to come to dinner, just come to the after-dinner party in the suite at the Lodge. It will be so much fun, and I’m sure you will enjoy getting to know this new guy I want to introduce you to.”
 
   Shit. She had forgotten all about that. Looking to Kate, she said, “Is today New Year’s Eve?”
 
   Kate nodded.
 
   Where have my days gone?
 
   Patti shook her head. “I’m really not feeling up to it, Suzie.”
 
   A huge frown crossed the woman’s face. “You’re not backing out on me.”
 
   Had I ever really confirmed? She couldn’t remember.
 
   Suzie started in again. “You do have the dress, right?”
 
   “I do, but…”
 
   “No excuses.” She leaned over to peer into her face. “Don’t make me get ugly, Patti Jo. My reputation is at stake. I have not failed in my matchmaking attempts, and I’ll be damned if I am going to let you wallow around in self-indulgent, self-pity while my skills are on the line. Now, I’ll forgive the dinner, but I want you knocking on the door to the Black Bear suite at eight o’clock sharp. Have you got that?”
 
   It was very difficult to ignore the intensity of Suzie’s stare. Even more, Kate’s gaze was trained straight on her as well.
 
   “Oh, Hell’s Christmas Bells. All right.”
 
   ****
 
   Mistake. With a capital M. That’s what this was.
 
   Jim paced the living room of the Black Bear suite. He’d arrived at a quarter before eight as Suzie had suggested. He knew what was coming down, and he wasn’t sure he was ready for it.
 
   But he was going to do it because some things had to be settled between him and Patti.
 
   Perhaps Suzie was right, and this was the best way.
 
   Element of surprise and all.
 
   Still, he wasn’t so sure.
 
   He had a lot of talking to do, and he just wasn’t convinced that Patti Jo Baker would stick around long enough to listen.
 
   There. A small rap on the door.
 
   Show time.
 
   With a deep inhale, followed by a cleansing, lengthy exhale, he crossed the room and wrapped his hand around the cold doorknob.
 
   ****
 
   The door swung open and the first thing Patti registered was the lack of sound. She had expected a party but there was no party clatter happening in the background.
 
   Almost simultaneously, she realized that it was Jim holding open the door.
 
   A hand went to her throat. “Jim? Oh, God…”
 
   He grasped her hand and tugged a little. “It’s all right, Patti. Come on in.”
 
   Not sure this is a good idea, her brain screamed.
 
   Move it, sister, her heart said.
 
   Before she realized it, she was inside, the door was closed, and Jim was leading her into the living room. “Let’s have a seat,” he said. She sat, looking up at him, and wondered why in the world she was behaving like a submissive little girl who had just been scolded.
 
   Perhaps, she thought, because that’s what this felt like, and well, he was the principal and well, he was her superior and well, there was almost something sort of naughty about the thought of all that.
 
   “So are you going to spank me, Mr. Hamilton, for my actions? Or do you have other forms of punishment you would like to explore with me?”
 
   Shit. Shit! Why she blurted that out was beyond her!
 
   Jim simply stood and looked down at her, a mite uncomfortable with the thought, it seemed, by his reddened face. “I am going to ignore that, young lady.”
 
   Oh, that was way too much of an opening for her to ignore.
 
   “I didn’t mean to be bad, Mr. Hamilton. I just thought giving away my kisses was for a good cause. You know. The hospital germ fund at all. I didn’t realize it would get you upset, Sir.”
 
   Her insides twittered. Where this was coming from, she hadn’t a clue. But she sort of liked the way that it made her twinge a little, you know, in excitement. Did she dare continue?
 
   Still standing, he took a step closer, hands on hips, and stared down into her face. “Your kisses are not yours to give away.”
 
   “Oh. I didn’t realize that. I thought that since you felt it within your power to deny my transfer request, that my giving away kisses was none of your concern.”
 
   “You didn’t know that at the time, Miss Baker. Stop screwing with the sequence of events.”
 
   “Why did you deny my request, Sir?”
 
   He took a deep breath. “Because I don’t want you to leave. I can’t stand the thought of you not teaching in my school, of you giving up something you love, because of me. So, you see, I’ve made other arrangements. I’ve asked for a temporary transfer to the high school. The principal there is on maternity leave.”
 
   “I think it is you who is screwing with the sequence of events, Mister.” Patti stood. This was all well and good, but where was it going to get her? Them? “You really transferred?”
 
   Jim looked straight into her eyes. “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “So I could perhaps salvage a little bit of us. Give us some time.”
 
   Patti blinked. “There is an ‘us’?”
 
   “I’m hoping so. What do you think?”
 
   She looked off, and as she did so, his arms went around her shoulders, and he drew her closer. “Patti, look at me.”
 
   She did.
 
   “I know things have gotten out of whack. None of it was intentional, and all of it was because we are both trying to figure out what is happening, after all these years, between the two of us. It’s new and it’s foreign and it’s scary as hell. But I can tell you this. I’m tired of being alone. I’m tired of not having a partner to share my life. And I’m tired of watching you day in, and day out, flounce down the halls of my school, watching your backside taunt me. I’m tired of all that. I want a chance with you, and I want a chance at your kisses. Every day. Every morning. And for the rest of my life.”
 
   He paused and searched her face. “That is, if you will consent to sharing those hard candy kisses with only me. Or at least, giving me half a chance to claim them for my very own?”
 
   Patti’s chest heaved up and down with each word Jim said. A chance. He wanted a chance? To share a life? To wake up every morning with kisses? To be her man? Isn’t that all she ever wanted, anyway? Someone just exactly like Jim? And all this time, he was right under her nose.
 
   “I will give my kisses only to you, Jim Hamilton, on one condition.”
 
   His brow arched. “And what is that?”
 
   “That if I ever do have to be punished, you will spank me thoroughly and often.”
 
   Jim just about choked on that comeback.
 
   As he took her into his arms, and his determined mouth met with and explored hers, Patti knew that she’d finally found her man.
 
    
 
   THE END
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
   Dear Readers…
 
   Hard Candy Kisses is the last book in the Matchmaking Chef series. I like for my Legend characters to make appearances in all of my books, if possible, and I realized that Kate and Mike, and Patti Jo Baker and Jim Hamilton, had not appeared in any other books besides Murder on the Mountain. This meant that I had to hook Jim and Patti Jo up, and I hope that I did their story justice!
 
   I love writing quirky and fun characters like Patti Jo and pairing them with unlikely subjects. Hard Candy Kisses was a fun write for me, and I really hope you enjoyed their story—and the series!
 
   If you have only visited Legend through the Matchmaking Chef series, be sure to look for my other books set in Legend, Tennessee, along with books by my friends and fellow authors who write about Legend—Janet Eaves, Jan Scarbrough, and Magdalena Scott. You can visit us at www.legendtennessee.com
 
   Suzie is likely going to retire from matchmaking soon, after all, there are only so many single people in the town of Legend, but be on the lookout for a cozy mystery featuring Suzie. Deadly Scoop will be available in 2015. Who knew that a simple scoop of ice cream could be a murder weapon?
 
   In case you have missed any of the other Matchmaking Chef books, here they are, in order!
 
    
 
   Perfectly Matched, Book One (FREE at all retailers!)
 
   Suzie Matthews is hard at work on her new cookbook, Perfectly Matched, when she asks the local “wallflower” to help her with a project. Mary Lou Picketts dreams of falling in love with country music star, Nash Rhodes, but is ready to settle for Thurman Phillips down the street. But she doesn’t want to. Not really. When Nash comes to Legend for a music benefit and stays at the lodge, Suzie wonders if she can perfectly match this miss-matched couple.
 
    
 
   Hot Crossed Buns, Book Two
 
   Wild Katie Long, she’ll never settle down. But Chris Marks has had his eye on her for a long time. When Chris hires Suzie to set him up with a romantic dinner for two, Suzie does all she can to set the mood. Thing is, Katie isn’t about to be wooed and she’s hotter than hot crossed buns when she figures out what Chris is up to. Then Suzie turns the tables by supplying Chris with a couple of items that just might tame Katie after all—handcuffs and a leather riding crop.
 
    
 
   Dates Du Jour, Book Three
 
   Speed dating? Speed eating is more like it. When Suzie sets up lunch date after lunch date for puppy nanny Lyssa Larkin, Legend’s homegrown homecoming queen of 1997, she knows she’s bit off more than she can chew. Lyssa rejects dates in two bites and sends them on their way. Suzie wonders if she really wants to date or just eat two lunches, and worries that soon Lyssa’s hips won’t fit on her dainty chairs. That is, until Suzie takes a risk with a man that Lyssa knows, but doesn’t really, and who is falling for her hard and fast.
 
    
 
   Side Dish, Book Four
 
   Becca North doesn’t want a boyfriend but her best friend Nora certainly does. Becca is so off men. But when Nora, owner of Nora’s Novel Niche, meets Suzie the Matchmaking Chef during a booksigning at her store, she finagles her way into a romantic picnic date lunch for her—and a blind date—on Suzie’s television show. Nora drags Becca along all the way from Pigeon Forge for moral support and to check out her date. Thing is, Nora’s date would rather check out Becca, instead.
 
    
 
   Mate to Order, Book Five
 
   When Suzie’s success as a matchmaker hits the national scene about the same time as her debut cooking show on the Food Channel, her new producer comes to her with a list of requirements—not for Suzie’s job, but for a husband. Patricia Plum has a specific list and if Suzie really wants to make it big in New York City, she’ll make every attempt to deliver Patricia’s Mate to Order.
 
    
 
   Romancing the Scone, Book Six
 
   High tea or sweet tea? As long as there are scones, it doesn’t matter. In fact, Suzie’s cousin Sydney Schul, owner of Sydney’s Sugar High Coffee Stop and Bakery, makes the best damned scones east of the Mississippi and south of the Mason Dixon, and there was an article written in Southern’s Best magazine to prove it. All is well and life in Legend is good, until a mysterious male stranger comes to town, stalking Sydney’s scones, and attempting to romance her out of her famous recipe.
 
    
 
   Better than Chocolate, Book Seven
 
   When Scott Matthews escapes to Legend to visit his brother, Brad and his wife Suzie, he has only one request—he wants nothing to do with chocolate. Or to discuss getting fired as master chocolate taster from world-renowned Bianchi Chocolates. What Jillian Bass wants is to make it in Legend. This Manhattan transplant wants to make it big here real bad. Forget New York. She’s starting over with her small chocolate shop, Bittersweets, and setting out to impress the locals. She doesn’t want them to know that she’s inherited her grandmother’s famous chocolate business—Jeaneva Chocolates. And all is fine until she smacks straight into Scott, and he takes one small whiff of her Belgian truffle….
 
    
 
   Hard Candy Kisses, Book Eight
 
   New Year’s Eve is just around the corner and Legend Elementary teacher Patti Jo Baker has tried every trick in the book to land a date for the annual New Year’s Eve Bash at The Lodge. This includes setting up a kissing booth at the Legend Elementary Winter Carnival—a booth which Principal Jim Hamilton promptly shuts down. Because if Patty Jo Baker is passing out kisses, any kind of kisses, he wants to be both first, and last, in line—and he definitely doesn’t want to sample them in front of the student body.
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   Maddie James
 
    
 
   Whether writing traditional contemporary romance or building paranormal worlds, bestselling romance author, Maddie James, pens stories that frequently cross a variety of romantic sub-genres. Sweet or spicy, suspense or comedy, western or time-travel, her heroes and heroines always chase one thing—the happily-ever-after—whether they realize it or not!
 
   A Food Network junkie who plots the way she cooks—by the seat of her pants—Maddie always has a delicious end product in mind (and she always follows a secret recipe!).
 
   Her first book, THE WILD WEST, a Kensington Precious Gems romance, received a Calico Trails Cameo Award. RED: A SEDUCTION TALE, claimed first place as the Romance Book Scene’s favorite novella of the year. A four time nominee for a CAPA/Psyche Award from The Romance Studio, Maddie’s books have received numerous 5 Star and Top Pick reviews. Her books have landed on Amazon, Barnes & Noble, and Kobo top-selling lists, and she is frequently listed as a Top 100 Most Popular Contemporary Romance Author at Amazon.
 
   Maddie is a member of Romance Writers of America (RWA) and its Published Author Network (PAN), Louisville Romance Writers (LRWA), Novelists Inc. (NINC), Kentuckiana Authors, and the Independent Book Publishers Association (IBPA).
 
    
 
   Visit Maddie’s website: www.maddiejames.com
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
   BUILDING A DREAM
 
   Magdalena Scott
 
    
 
   Chloe McClain is an artist, so she’s used to creating something from nothing. This time, though, the project is bigger than her usual canvas—this time she’s bought a big dilapidated building to rehab into a classy art gallery. Should be easy enough; she’ll hire Greg Andrews and his construction crew. Greg’s work has gotten good reviews from everyone in Legend. Of course there is kind of a rush on the project…
 
   Greg is a professional, and his professional opinion is that Chloe’s pile of bricks should be put out of its misery. There’s no way he can bring the place up to code by her deadline, let alone turn it into the showplace she has in mind. But Chloe’s a McClain, and besides a wide stubborn streak, that means deep pockets. Speaking of which, Greg can’t keep his eyes off the back pockets of Chloe’s jeans...
 
   When you live in Legend, Tennessee, there are certain things to remember. People in Legend pull together. Community before self. And you never want to take a wrong step around a McClain—even the cute females.
 
    
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
    
 
   The customer is always right.
 
   Greg Andrews looked around the interior of the derelict building and knew that was one of the stupidest sayings ever inflicted on the service profession. The customer’s got no clue would come a lot closer. He sighed, knowing that if the customer had the money, he’d likely take the job anyway. Although it made him want to hurl just thinking about the amount of work required to do the thing right, it could be an interesting project.
 
   He would write up an estimate, present it, and see what happened.
 
   Greg made rough notes on the yellowed paper hinged to his clipboard. He had pored over the owner’s meticulous drawings, understood what was expected, and appreciated the possibilities. Sure would be a lot easier, though, to just knock down the building and put up something new. Not that anyone besides him would consider the possibility. It hadn’t taken long to realize that people in Legend, Tennessee, weren’t much into new. A lot of them were into preservation. Since moving himself and his business here a year and a half ago, Greg had done mostly renovation work. He could build new houses—loved building new houses—and had a guy on his crew who was as talented and fast as anybody in the business on new construction. They’d had to adapt, though. He’d hired some local help with different skills. Even changed his business name from Andrews Construction to Deluxe Home Improvements when he came here. Nobody in Legend knew or cared about the Andrews name. Deluxe, though—that was the way to go. People saw Deluxe in the phone book, or on the little signs he put in the yards of satisfied customers, and they were likely to call.
 
   Business was good. He had as much work as he and his employees could handle. Walking to the middle of the large empty room, he tried to imagine its transformation—and nearly broke his leg when part of the rotten floor gave way. Cursing fluently, he jerked his leg free and carefully moved back the way he’d come. He roughly tossed his long blond braid over his shoulder so it hung down his back.
 
   Yeah, this is definitely looking good so far.
 
   ****
 
   “You must be kidding,” Greg said, walking carefully around the hole he’d dropped his leg into earlier. “No way can this be rehabbed in a month. No possible way. Mike said you had a time frame in mind—but thirty days is plain crazy.”
 
   “Fine,” said Chloe McClain. “I’ll get someone else.” She closed a small notebook and slid it into the back pocket of her snug jeans, then stuck the ballpoint behind her ear. The motion made the cascade of bell-shaped earrings tinkle softly. The sterling silver caught what little light came through the crud-encrusted windows. There was also a diamond stud up high in one ear. Greg had never considered ears to be particularly sexy, but on Chloe McClain, it seemed everything was sexy. At least, everything he’d seen. Her blonde-and-dark-brown streaked hair was wavy and cropped close to her head, but it grew a bit long in the back, and curls caressed her delicate neck. Her eyes were big and brown and bright as a child’s. The long lashes and dusky eye shadow had him wondering what those big dark eyes would look like if Chloe were feeling passionate about something besides an ugly old building. Her mouth was generous and shaped as perfectly as any he’d seen on lipstick commercials. Even her nose intrigued him. Short and straight, but turned up on the end. It made her look spunky, and he had an idea it wasn’t false advertising. Her body wasn’t runway model thin, but slender and pleasantly curvy. She looked even better once you started talking to her. Then her eyes began to snap, her head moved in emphasis to her words, the music started from her strange earrings, and that gorgeous mouth had you looking there more of the time than you probably should. Good thing she was nuts, or he might be attracted to her.
 
   “So... You’re Mike’s sister?” he asked. Mike McClain had worked for Greg a while now, but there were so many McClains in and around Legend, Greg couldn’t keep them straight.
 
   “Cousin.” She rolled her eyes, turned on the heel of her beat-up sandal, and headed for the door, where she flicked off the lights. Greg looked up at the half dozen bulbs hanging from the ceiling, suspended by dangerous-looking wires. Pathetic. The whole place was pathetic. He sure didn’t want to get into a situation of trying to bring this dump up to code in thirty days, let alone do the project to her unreasonable expectations.
 
   Chloe shut the door after them, and locked it. Right. As if anybody in his right mind would actually want to go in there.
 
   “Well. Thanks for the opportunity, Miz McClain. Sorry I can’t help you with this. Good luck finding somebody else.
 
   “Uh-huh. Thanks. Well, I’ve got some contacts around. I’m sure there’s somebody who could take it on. I need to have the place ready to go on deadline, or else...” She let the sentence trail off.
 
   “Or else?” Not that he cared. Just making conversation.
 
   “Or else I can’t do the exhibition I’ve committed to.” She pushed some round-lensed dark glasses onto her nose, and caught her lower lip between her teeth. Frown lines marred that perfect brow, below the fall of wispy dark and light bangs.
 
   Exhibition. Whatever. He needed to move on down the street. “So what kind of exhibition is that?” He hadn’t meant to ask.
 
   “Nothing. I need to go.” A sultry breeze came down the street, making the bells in her earlobes play again. She turned without another word and walked away from him into the breeze. Greg shivered. Some brush-off. Why he cared, he wasn’t sure. He enjoyed watching her from behind until she turned the corner and was gone.
 
   Oh well. Cute, but not my type. Dating a cousin of Mike’s would surely be more than he wanted to deal with anyway. Might get awkward when it ended. Greg’s relationships generally ended dramatically. Yelling and name-calling were sometimes part of it, and he sure didn’t need Mike to be in that picture. It was complicated being a single man in Legend, Tennessee.
 
   ****
 
   “You what?” Mike McClain was clearly incredulous the next day when he heard about it.
 
   Greg dumped the old grounds from yesterday’s coffee, and jerked a new filter out of the plastic bag on the open shelf. “Turned her down.”
 
   “You can’t do that!” Mike was in his usual spot in the Deluxe Home Improvements office. He slid way down on the worn green Naugahyde couch with his long legs crossed in front of him and his head resting on the plastic paneled wall. At least he had been in that position until Greg told him about Chloe. Now Mike sat ramrod straight, his eyes bulging a little.
 
   “Of course I can turn down a job. Don’t get weird on me, Mike. This is my business, and if you’re gonna try to tell me what to do, we could have a problem.” His free hand fisted as he finished pouring water into the reservoir, concentrating on slowing his breathing so he wouldn’t say something more. He didn’t appreciate being second-guessed. Especially by the help. Of course, Mike was a friend, too, but Greg couldn’t let any of his guys forget who was boss.
 
   “Greg, that’s plain stupid. You can’t turn her down. She’s Martin’s sister.”
 
   “So?” Martin McClain owned a real estate business. He was also an occasional fishing and card-playing buddy. “What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Chloe is Martin’s sister. Martin gives us referrals all the time. Remember the job at Charles and Dorothy’s? The library redo? Martin’s the one who suggested you to them. That was a cherry job, Greg, and they could have hired somebody from out of town. They have the money to do it. But we got it, and I did fantastic with it, if I must say so—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah. The place looked just the way she wanted. You did great, Mike. I told you so then.” Mike had also ended up getting his estranged wife and daughter back in the bargain, so he really didn’t need to make such a big deal of throwing this into Greg’s face. Mike was this perfect family man now, acting more like a newlywed than a guy with a two and a half year old daughter ought to, in Greg’s opinion.
 
   “Greg! Listen to what I’m saying!” The McClains have done you some major favors since you came to town. You’ve had great referrals. This job of Chloe’s may be a hassle, but you better rethink it. Not only is she a McClain, but this show of hers is big. She’s made a name for herself with her paintings of the mountains, and lately she’s doing some other kind of art... I forget, but Betsy’s all excited about it. Chloe had a chance to do a show at a gallery in Knoxville, but decided she wanted to bring Legend into the spotlight with her. That’s why she needs her own gallery ASAP. The timeline on this thing is set in stone. She’s promised to do it in Legend and bring in some big tourism money because of the artsy people who’ll be here for it. You let Chloe down, you’re letting down the entire McClain clan, which is not a good idea. More than that, you’re letting down the whole town of Legend. You know Legend can use this kind of opportunity. It could even translate into more business for you in the long run.” Mike stood up, obviously too agitated to remain still. “You do this job and do it right, and it’ll reflect great on you for years.” Mike put his hand on the doorknob, shook his head and frowned. “You let Chloe down when she’s got her big chance and is sharing it with her hometown, and I think you might want to think about relocating.”
 
   “People here would be that ugly about it?”
 
   “People would be that disappointed. One thing you need to remember about Legend—we pull together. If you’re not gonna pull with us, you’d just as well pull out.” Mike left, closing the door a little louder than necessary.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
    
 
   Greg knocked on the door of the cabin, then looked around. You could tell a woman lived here. The cabin itself was kit-built, and well done at that, but flowerbeds were everywhere in the small yard and up against the house. Pots of flowers sat on the porch with some comfortable rocking chairs and a primitive-looking table. She hadn’t just planted one or two colors either. Every color of the rainbow was represented and all different shapes and sizes. So it was obvious not only a woman, but an artistic woman, was responsible. Kinda sickening really. Greg didn’t do flowers. Besides the fact that they were feminine, they were way too much work. He lived in one side of a thirty-year-old duplex, and the only thing he had stuck in dirt was a cherry tomato plant. And that was in an old wooden half-barrel he’d cleaned off a job site. The barrel sat on the tiny concrete pad of a patio outside his kitchen, so he didn’t even have to mow around it. He liked things simple. Clean was optional. Neat was often more of an effort than he wanted to make. He worked hard with his business and couldn’t see the point of working on his free time.
 
   Women seemed to like knocking themselves out decorating stuff. He shrugged and knocked again.
 
   The door was jerked open, and Chloe McClain scowled at him. “What do you want?” She had white stuff smudged across her face in a couple of places, and her long dark shirt was a mess with dusty white splotches all over it. Her hands, too. Maybe, besides being crazy and some kind of artist, Chloe was a baker. That could be flour smeared on her face. Baker would be a nice combination with sexy, which she definitely had going on. He might reconsider a relationship with her if she was into baking homemade bread. Nothing would taste better right now... He glanced at Chloe’s mouth. Even though she was frowning, her mouth begged to be kissed. She had those great pouty lips...
 
   “I said, ‘What do you want?’ I’m busy!”
 
   “Uh... Just came to talk about the building.”
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “I thought you’d finished talking about the building. ‘No’ pretty much covered your part of that discussion.”
 
   Greg stood straighter and stared into those big chocolate-brown eyes. “I’ve reconsidered.” God, he hated eating crow—even just a little bit of crow.
 
   Chloe crossed her arms over her chest, wiping even more white stuff onto the long, dark shirt. “Who put you up to this? Martin?”
 
   “No.” He crossed his arms, too. Might as well do the body language thing right back at her.
 
   “Mike then. Or Betsy.”
 
   Greg laughed. No way would he listen to something Betsy McClain—or any woman—told him to do. Outside of a bedroom, that is.
 
   Her eyes widened a little then. “So why are you here?”
 
   “Thought about it some more. We didn’t really finish the conversation yesterday—”
 
   “You said I should try to find someone else. That you couldn’t do the job in thirty days.”
 
   “Yeah, well... Not for my usual rate. I’d have to charge extra for expediting the job. I didn’t get to that part.”
 
   Greg had thought of this clever ploy after replaying their conversation in his mind way too many times last night instead of sleeping. He couldn’t afford to alienate the entire town by turning down this job, but who could blame him if Chloe was the one who made the decision? He’d neatly written his proposal and added a fee for expediting. It was just good business all around.
 
   Chloe’s delicate brows drew together. “Hm. Well then, come in for a minute.” She turned on her heel, something he’d seen her do yesterday, but this time she led him through a brightly decorated little entry with some delicate flowers from her yard stuck in a bunch of tiny dark-blue vases on a little low table. He followed her down a polished oak hallway to the kitchen.
 
   The room was small but efficiently laid out, and in the center was a round oak table with four chairs. She tossed a dishtowel over something on the counter—maybe bread dough rising?—waved him into a chair, and sat opposite.
 
   He handed her the estimate. She unfolded it, hesitating as she did and glancing back up at him. He thought she might ask about the brown blotches on the paper, but it was probably obvious those were coffee. If the estimate had been more important to him, he would have recopied it onto a clean form. This one was a throw away anyhow, so why waste an extra set of the carbon forms? They weren’t cheap.
 
   He thought he heard her take a quick breath, but her expression didn’t change. He’d expected to see shock or disbelief, not bland perusal. She paged through the estimate carefully.
 
   “I understand most of what you’ve set out here.” She glanced up finally. “Everything I told you I want—everything in my drawings—all of that is covered?”
 
   “Yeah.” And a big extra at the end. Notice that.
 
   “The figure here by ‘expedite’—that’s an additional fee because of the short time frame?”
 
   “Right. It’s standard in this kind of situation. I’d have to get all my guys on this job, so I could lose some potential business while we’re tied up with your project...”
 
   “Any contractor would do the same. Is that what you’re telling me?”
 
   “Uh. Yeah.” Why wasn’t she freaked out? Maybe she was. Maybe she’d blow up in a minute. He looked around her to see what she might throw at him if she was that type. In the last few years, women had thrown all kinds of things at him.
 
   Chloe shrugged. At the motion, a little bit of white dust filtered off her shirt and drifted toward the floor. “And you guarantee the space will be ready August thirty-first to my specifications. Per the drawings I gave you. Right?”
 
   Hm. This didn’t sound like she was cutting him loose. He never thought she would agree to the exorbitant price. She wasn’t supposed to agree. She was supposed to roll her eyes, wad up the paperwork, and order him out of her house.
 
   “Mr. Andrews? Did you hear me?”
 
   Greg cleared his throat. “Yeah.”
 
   “Do you guarantee the space will be ready on August thirty-first?”
 
   “Well...yeah.” His throat was really closing up. Maybe he was allergic to that white dust, or to Chloe McClain. Or to the thirty day time frame.
 
   Twisting in her chair, she reached behind her and slid a drawer open. Oh, man. A gun? No—it’s a kitchen. Maybe a knife...
 
   She turned around with a long green pen in her hand. Something bobbed off the end of it...a big yellow fake daisy head. Holding the pen and paperwork out to him, she said, “Write in the completion date. Then we’ll sign. I guess we have a deal.”
 
   Ten minutes later Greg was slowly driving to the office. They had a deal, he and Chloe McClain. Crazy as it was, he had just signed an agreement that would keep him and his guys busy for a solid month. If he was lucky they’d finish on time, and nobody would quit because of the hours he was going to make them work. Even with the overtime pay, he knew most of them would grouse. That’s what it would take to gut the century-old brick building and turn it into the spare but upscale art gallery Chloe had sketched. How had his plan gone so wrong? How did she have so much money? Evidently, painting pictures paid a lot better than painting walls. Greg let himself into the office and tossed his copy of the paperwork onto his desk, where it slid into a puddle of leftover coffee. Great. He stalked to the coffee pot and dumped the old grounds, getting ready to make his second pot of the day. He needed to be alert. After all, he had building materials to order.
 
   ****
 
   Chloe stood on her front porch watching the Deluxe Home Improvements truck drive away. Her hands began to shake a little, and her knees were wobbly, so she went to a rocker and dropped into it. She had just signed away more money than she had or had access to. The sale of the cabin and small acreage was supposed to pay for the building and renovations. That plan had just gone out one of the energy-efficient replacement windows she’d specified for the gallery and living space above. She was going to have to take out a hefty mortgage on her new building. She’d had unrealistic ideas about the price of the renovation. Even without the additional fee Andrews added, the cost was more than she’d expected. Chloe leaned her head back and looked out at her cheerful little yard. All this would soon belong to a young couple who seemed to love it as much as she did. They had called it their dream home when Chloe and her brother Martin sat across the table from them at the bank during the sale closing. In thirty days, they would be living here, and Chloe would be in an apartment in town over a gallery that might or might not succeed. Everything hinged on what happened during those thirty days. Thirty very expensive days. She didn’t have time to go looking for a contractor, or for this guy Greg Andrews to act like a prima donna.
 
   She worked hard at her art. Numbers, however, were clearly not her thing. Starting immediately, she didn’t have money for any personal niceties. Health insurance for instance—she hadn’t had any for years. It was an expense she’d not been able to fit into a budget, if she’d had one. She had spent a lot on her little cabin, and now even more on the new place. As of this moment, extras like food and clothing were iffy. Well, she had clothes. Most of the time she wore cruddy stuff anyway because everything ended up with paint on it. And she had food, or at least some food. Probably some cereal and some cans of soup and beans. Part of a half gallon of milk...
 
   It would all work out somehow, though—it had to. This was her big chance, and nothing was going to get in the way. She’d do everything she possibly could to make this a success. She wanted to do a couple more paintings for the opening. She’d saved some huge canvases for a special project, and this was definitely it. She also needed to spend a lot of time on her new art, because although the main attraction would be on her paintings of the mountains, she wanted people to see her little towns—both of them. Not only did she want the art community and their money to visit the beautiful little town of Legend, surrounded by the mountains’ natural beauty, but she wanted them to fall in love with her other little town. Walking to the kitchen counter, Chloe removed the dishtowel she’d thrown there a few minutes ago and picked up a two-inch representation of her cousin Mike McClain. She hadn’t painted his face yet, but had captured his longish brown hair, strong build, his ever-present pocket t-shirt and jeans with a carpenter’s square sticking out of a pocket in the leg. Yes, it would look just like him when it was finished. She set the tiny figure down next to another, a bit shorter. Betsy. Chloe leaned over and looked into its diminutive face. Just right. And the cloud of golden-blonde hair had come out perfectly. Her eyes shifted slightly right, and she narrowed them at an even smaller figure—Mike and Betsy’s daughter, LizBeth Ann. Now she had been a challenge. Less than an inch tall. It was a good thing Chloe had started this project while she was still relatively young, and had strong eyes. In a few days, she’d have the whole McClain clan finished, and could move on to other Legendarians.
 
   Chloe thought back to the morning a couple of months ago when Betsy had arrived early to pick up LizBeth Ann after a “sleep-over.” The preschooler had still been slumbering, Betsy had some extra time, and Chloe was about to burst with excitement. She led Betsy into the kitchen.
 
   “I want you to look at this and tell me what you think. Be completely honest with me. Seriously. I don’t want you to be kind—”
 
   “Oh my gosh! Midnight!” Betsy gingerly picked up the tiny figure of Midnight Shelby McClain and examined it. “Chloe, this is amazing! When did you start doing this kind of work?”
 
   Chloe felt her face grow warm. That wasn’t fake encouragement. Yes!
 
   “Actually, last night. After LizBeth Ann collapsed around eight o’clock.” She watched as Betsy carefully set the tiny Midnight back onto the kitchen counter. “We spent most of the evening playing with dolls. Hers that she brought, of course, and then—I want you to know I watched her really carefully so she wouldn’t swallow anything—um... I brought out a box of my old dolls. Little ones that I’d always loved as a child because I could drop one in each pocket and take them with me. Something about little bitty dolls always intrigued me. Like they could come to life and be my tiny friends.” She pulled a pained face. “I know. Strange. I started young on my weirdness, I guess.”
 
   Betsy laughed and shook her head, setting her long blonde curls into motion. “Yeah. I worry so much about how weird you are, Chloe. That’s why I trust you with my daughter.” Betsy helped herself to a mug from the cupboard and filled it at the coffee pot, generously dosing it with sugar. “So the little dolls were a hit with LizBeth Ann.”
 
   “She was entranced! She immediately named them all and started dividing them into families. One family lived on a couch cushion, one on the fireplace hearth, one under the rocking chair... It’s like she was finding dangerous homes for them.” Chloe laughed, remembering her fear that LizBeth Ann would somehow rock the chair onto her little arm. Chloe had been glued to the child all evening. “And as I watched her, I got the idea to make little families and houses, kind of like a fairy tale village. Then I realized—hey—I’ve got better than that. I’ve got Legend! I don’t even have to make it up. The models already exist.”
 
   By the time the gallery opened, she planned to have all the shopkeepers and the main buildings of town completed. She’d had success with the rendition of her little cabin—a very sentimental enterprise—but for some reason the old town hall wanted to cave in. She needed to conquer that and finish the buildings facing the east side of Main Street, beginning at Midnight Shelby McClain’s shop, The Emporium, another large edifice. Chloe grinned. Midnight, with her long, impossibly black hair, black eyes, and porcelain skin, was an artist’s dream. Midnight’s reaction when she saw the little figure had been priceless! So far, Chloe had told very few people of her new project, still unsure of her ability to succeed in the new medium. She’d never wanted to try to paint people, just stick with landscapes. But once she had started creating the tiny figures, she’d become constantly more excited about the new project. Which was one reason her show had to take place in Legend and nowhere else. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have the impact it needed to make.
 
   Except for college, Chloe had always lived in Legend and loved it dearly. It was the center of her life, and she wanted everyone to see how special it was.
 
   Then she would take orders and start building other people’s families, from photographs, and she’d have a lucrative business. Without a doubt, rich people would pay good money to have themselves and their homes memorialized in polyresin. Then there would be no more financial problems for Chloe. She could start putting money away for her old age.
 
   Not retirement—never that. Chloe had no intention of ever not making art. If she had to stop that, she’d just as soon stop breathing.
 
   Yes, she had a lot of work to do for all of this to happen when she opened the gallery September first. She didn’t mind working hard. She just hoped Greg Andrews felt the same way.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
    
 
   Chloe was jarred from a deep, sound sleep by the sound of her cell phone. Groping to drag herself into consciousness, she pulled an arm out of the tangle of blankets and started to feel around on the side table for the stupid phone. Had she accidentally set the alarm to go off in the middle of the night? There was no light coming through the muslin bedroom curtains to indicate it was actually morning. She put her hand around the phone and struggled to focus on the screen. Not the alarm. She was getting a call and didn’t recognize the number. A prank call on her cell in the middle of the night? What next?
 
   “Um. Hello?”
 
   “This is Greg. You need to get down here, or I’ll break into this damned building. How do you expect me to do the job with no damned key to get in?” Click.
 
   Chloe stared at the phone. Greg? Building? Then her mind kicked into high gear and she jumped out of bed, threw on clothes, and ran out of the house. A few minutes later, her Jeep screeched to a stop near her building. She couldn’t park in front of it, because all manner of pickup trucks were parked along the front and in front of the two adjacent buildings. Several hunky construction workers were standing by the front door, drinking coffee from thermoses and looking restless as they muttered to each other.
 
   Chloe slid down from the seat of her Jeep Liberty, slammed the door, and stalked over to the group of men. Greg Andrews was in the center, and when she met his eyes, he stopped talking whatever trash he’d been saying. A couple of the guys stepped back, allowing Chloe access to their fearless leader.
 
   In spite of herself, her hand and voice shook a bit with the effort of controlling the anger that had begun as soon as he’d hung up on her. “Here’s the damned key to the damned building. Next time you take on a job, you might request a key prior to arriving at the front door to begin work. And Mike?” She turned and caught her cousin’s stare. “Thanks for giving him my cell number.”
 
   His face reddened. “Sorry, Chloe. We needed into the building.”
 
   “I’m not kidding, Mike. Thanks. If you hadn’t done that, I imagine Mr. Macho Carpenter here would have come beating on my front door, and I might have accidentally shot him with that rifle Dad gave me for Christmas a couple years back. You may have saved a life today.”
 
   She turned on her heel and walked a few steps before facing the group again. “Guys, I really appreciate you—” she flicked a glance at Andrews “at least, most of you—doing this job. It’s a huge deal for the town, and me, but I know it’s a lot of work. I hope afterward you’ll feel like it’s been worthwhile.”
 
   The guys looked embarrassed and muttered encouraging things about being glad for the work and happy to help Chloe when she was in a bind. Only Greg Andrews remained silent, staring a hole through her forehead. Too bad Martin had said he was the only contractor in town who could do this job. She already hated the man.
 
   Driving away a couple of minutes later, she smiled, remembering her threat about the rifle. Wouldn’t be a bad thing for Mr. Andrews to reflect on that possibility from time to time. She wasn’t at all sure of him. Except for one thing—he started his day early. The clock on her radio told her it was now twenty minutes after five.
 
   ****
 
   “It’ll be fine,” said Betsy McClain softly as she walked down the street holding her young daughter’s hand. “You’ll see. They’ll bluster about it at first, but with LizBeth Ann there, they won’t say much. All the guys are in love with her.”
 
   Chloe hated the fact that she was hesitant to enter her own building alone with the crew there working. She was hiding behind Betsy and LizBeth Ann, and that fact rankled like crazy. Not that she minded talking to any of the guys. She knew them all. Had dated one of them in high school, and another was her brother Robert’s best friend. Their boss’s rotten attitude was changing her way of dealing with people, and she didn’t like it one bit.
 
   “You know, Betsy, this is silly. I can go in there. It’s my building, and basically they’re working for me.”
 
   “Chill out, Chloe. You’re not used to relying on anybody but yourself, and this has you feeling awkward. You don’t really need LizBeth Ann and me to run interference for you, but we’re glad to do it.”
 
   LizBeth Ann looked up at her mother, her blue eyes sparkling. “I run, Mommy?”
 
   Betsy looked down at the beautiful child. “Hm. Not just yet, sweetie. Later, in the park, you can run all over the place. Right now, you and I are doing a different kind of running for Chloe. Okay?”
 
   Blonde brows furrowed. “I not run?”
 
   “Oh, sweetie, life’s complicated, isn’t it? We’ll run at the park. In just a few minutes.” Betsy gave her daughter a brilliant smile, which seemed to appease the tiny girl. She looked up then and met Chloe’s gaze.
 
   “I run in the park. Fast!”
 
   “I bet you will, punkin.” Chloe squeezed her hand a bit. “We’ll go in and talk to your daddy and his friends for a minute. Did you see my big new building?”
 
   “I didn’t seed it. But my daddy says it’s a zaster.”
 
   “It’s a—what?”
 
   Betsy cringed. “Sorry about that, Chloe. Um, I think Mike was a little exhausted when he was talking about the job. The day they finished tearing out the walls and ceiling on the main floor, he said—uh—he said it’s—”
 
   “A zaster.” LizBeth Ann nodded her head solemnly, the movement of her golden blonde curls emphasizing the statement.
 
   Disaster. “Oh. I see.” And that was from her own cousin.
 
   “Renovation projects are like that, Chloe. You should have seen Charles and Dorothy’s library when Mike was just starting on it.”
 
   “A big mess. Daddy maked a big mess! But he cleaned it up. It’s okay, Chloe. My daddy cleans up his messes real good.”
 
   “He does at that.” Chloe remembered the mess Mike had made of his marriage to Betsy. In fact, it had been such a mess that Betsy had taken the infant LizBeth Ann away from Mike and away from Legend. Thank God Dorothy McClain had found a way to get Betsy and LizBeth Ann back to Legend—’temporarily.’ It had been just a matter of time before nature and love had taken over.
 
   Still, with the talk of disasters and messes, Chloe wondered what would greet her when she stepped into her building today.
 
   Well, at least there was no reason to be cautious about opening the door. It wasn’t closed. In fact, it was off its hinges, and lying on its side at the edge of the sidewalk, leaned up against the brick building. Anyone in Legend who was interested could easily see how the gallery project was going. To be succinct, it was a mess. Even a zaster.
 
   The sound of hammers, saws, and the colorful vocabulary of the men who wielded them was nearly deafening. The place smelled of fresh lumber, tinged with the odor of a hot blade zipping through wood. The floor was plain plywood; the walls were just studs. A new drywall ceiling was in place, though, high above. Chloe sighed. She loved the high ceilings of this place. That was one thing about old buildings that made them such wonderful gallery spaces. Mike was using a crowbar on a front window, but seeing them, set aside the heavy tool and strolled over.
 
   “Hey.” He leaned down and gave Betsy a long, lingering kiss, then knelt and placed a noisy smooch on his daughter’s cheek.
 
   “Daddy! You get me dirty!”
 
   “Trying not to, Princess. I am dirty, though. Sweaty, too.” He smiled wanly at Chloe. “Hey there, Boss Lady. This place sure gets warm when you’re workin’ your butt off.”
 
   “Hey Mike. I can see you’ve been working hard, but thanks for pointing out the obvious.”
 
   He winked. “No problem. So. What do you think of the place?”
 
   “I telled her it’s a zaster,” LizBeth Ann said helpfully.
 
   Mike had the grace to blush a little. “Did you now? Well, not as much of a zaster as it was a few days ago. I think it’s coming along pretty well.” He tapped his foot. “We’ve got a floor with no holes or even a sag. You could play marbles on this thing. The ash planks are on order.” He pointed upward. “New ceiling is primo and just needs some paint. Some of the windows arrived this morning, so we’re getting these old ones out. Dave’s pulled all the old wiring. Rewiring will be a major job. And the plumbing all had to go. So it’s not like we’re almost done, but we’re making good progress.”
 
   “Gee. You’re not almost done yet? It’s been over a week.” Chloe smiled and relaxed, glad for Mike’s summary. He understood construction, so if he thought it was going well, that meant a lot.
 
   “Mike! You ready for those windows yet?” The grating voice of Greg Andrews was closely followed by the man himself stomping down the stairs from what would eventually be her living quarters.
 
   “No, man. Not yet. Just a couple minutes and I think this one’ll be out, though. We have company.” Mike gestured down at LizBeth Ann, who was staring at Greg.
 
   “Oh. Yeah. Hey, LizBeth Ann. How are you doin’?”
 
   “Good,” she answered softly.
 
   He raised his eyes to Mike’s wife’s. “Betsy.”
 
   “Greg.”
 
   “Miz McClain.” A glare accompanied his cold tone.
 
   “Mr. Andrews.”
 
   “Dropping in to see how you’re spending your money?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Questions? Comments?”
 
   Was he daring her? Fine. “Are you on track to complete the project by the date we agreed upon?”
 
   “So far so good. As long as the materials arrive when we need them, we should be okay. The guys don’t mind working crazy long hours to satisfy the whims of an artist. Do you, guys?”
 
   Chloe hadn’t realized that the sounds of men and tools had stopped sometime during the awkward conversation. The guys stood where they’d been working, watching their boss try to stare her down.
 
   In answer to his question, there was a general muttering from the guys. Some of them shook their heads no.
 
   Chloe took what she hoped was an obvious and exaggerated inventory of Andrews. From the top of his blonde head to his piercing green eyes, the strong almost chiseled features of his overly handsome face, taking in his broad shoulders encased in a faded blue chambray shirt that was sweat-stained, un-tucked, and unbuttoned. His chest and abdomen glistened with sweat, emphasizing the musculature that had been built not in a gym, but with plain hard work. The bleached-out, worn-out jeans molded to his body like a second skin, leaving little to the imagination. The tour ended with scuffed brown work boots. The appraisal, instead of making her feel in charge of the situation, made Chloe breathless. The man was obnoxious, but that sure didn’t keep him from being delicious looking. Despite a fear of what she might give away, she swept her gaze quickly back up to those green eyes.
 
   “So.” She gestured at his open shirt. “Are you trying to be Samson or something?”
 
   “Samson, huh? Hadn’t really thought about it.” He shook his head, throwing the blonde braid back over his shoulder. He pinned her with a glare—but a different kind this time. This one looked hot. Was he aware of her physical reaction to him? “You know what, Miz McClain? Maybe Samson was trying to be like me.” He shrugged. “Poor guy. You know where he went wrong, don’t you?”
 
   Chloe crossed her arms over her chest. “When he developed a huge ego?”
 
   “No. When he listened to a woman.”
 
   “Ah. I’m sure you’ll never make that mistake.”
 
   “Not likely.”
 
   “Except when the woman is paying the bills.”
 
   “Hey. I never said women were totally useless.” He leered. “In fact—”
 
   “Hey!” Betsy said loudly, a fake smile plastered onto her face. “I think now is a really good time for us to go to the park.”
 
   “Yay!” LizBeth Ann dragged her eyes from Andrews and Chloe, and clapped.
 
   “Absolutely yay,” Betsy repeated, sighing and sending Chloe a warning glance. She started walking, and her daughter trotted to keep up. At the open doorway, she paused. “You coming, Chloe?”
 
   “Not just yet, thanks Betsy. I’ll hang with the guys for a while. See how things are going. Make sure Samson doesn’t decide to pull the building down out of pure spite. That kind of thing.” She waggled her fingers at LizBeth Ann. “See you later, punkin!”
 
   “See you!”
 
   Their exit left a void. Chloe could hear her heart beating in the hush.
 
   “Miz McClain. You and I need to talk.”
 
   “I thought we were talking.”
 
   “In private.” Though it seemed Greg Andrews was always frowning, she’d never seen such a vicious look in his eye.
 
   “And we can speak privately where?” The main floor of the building was one large open room, with a bathroom and storage room merely framed up in the back. The second floor was probably no closer to completion.
 
   “In my office.” He strode out the doorway, buttoning his shirt as he went. Chloe looked at Mike, who grimaced.
 
   “Probably should, Chloe. Just get some ground rules set.”
 
   She turned on her heel and stalked outside. Ground rules. Like organizing a fight. Which unfortunately this has been from the first moment.
 
   A few minutes later Chloe opened the door to Deluxe Home Improvements. She had seen the storefront hundreds of times, but had never been inside since Greg Andrews bought it and made the place his business headquarters. It certainly didn’t speak well of his abilities as a carpenter, businessman, or housekeeper. The place was a dump. The paint on the plaster walls was chipped, the furniture was cheap and ugly, and it smelled as if the coffee pot had been left on for days.
 
   “Have a seat.”
 
   She looked at a spindly wooden chair and a worn couch with what appeared to be plastic-covered cushions in a particularly hideous shade of green. “I’ll stand.”
 
   “Whatever.” Greg grabbed the coffee pot and left the room briefly to dump its contents and rinse, then refill it with water. In a couple of minutes, a fresh pot was brewing, but to Chloe it already smelled burned. Cheap coffee, dirty burner, or both?
 
   Greg sat in the old desk chair and leaned it onto its back legs. One hand played with a big sprung paper clip on the paper-strewn desktop.
 
   “So, Miz McClain. What exactly is your problem? Are you bored and decided to make my almost-impossible job more difficult? Or are you just not getting any?”
 
   Chloe felt her face burn. How she wished he had been standing in front of her when he asked that question. She would have automatically smacked his face, and it wouldn’t really have been her fault. Since he was sitting on the other side of the desk, and it would be terribly awkward to smack him...
 
   She took a steadying breath. “That ludicrous question doesn’t deserve a reply. My only concern is that the building is completed on time to my specifications.”
 
   “Well. I know that’s a priority for you, but I also have to wonder about the other, because—”
 
   “You have no reason at all to wonder anything about me. Our relationship doesn’t require that we like each other, or that either of us knows or cares about the other one’s personal life.”
 
   He pulled the curves of the paper clip out straight in one fluid motion. “Does our relationship require that you try to make me look like a fool in front of my crew?”
 
   “I...” She had, hadn’t she?
 
   “I’m the boss, and I need a certain amount of respect from my guys. You come in there—somebody they know and like—and pick a fight with me. And for God’s sake, you’re Mike’s cousin—no way are the guys going to feel like they can side with me. Do you think that’s fair? To them or to me? How do you expect that to affect the work environment?”
 
   “I’m sorry.” It hurt like fire to say so. “I hadn’t thought about that. I swear—it’s your fault for being so damned obnoxious. For treating me like an idiot. What’s your problem with women, Mr. Andrews? Don’t you realize we have brains? And opinions?” She held up her hand because he opened his mouth to blurt out something she knew she didn’t want to hear. “I’ll make a compromise with you. I don’t care what you think of me. But if you treat me as an equal, at least in front of the crew, I’ll watch my mouth too. Believe it or not, I usually have lovely manners.” She looked around behind her, and perched on the edge of the wooden chair.
 
    
 
   Chloe McClain seemed determined to make his life a living hell, right through the end of summer. There she sat on the edge of his chair, looking afraid she might pick up cooties from it. He had no doubt that she usually had lovely manners. His only doubt was that she would ever let go of her innate dislike for him and just let him work. It wasn’t as if he’d wanted this project. He’d been trapped into it, after all, by the politics of small town life. Well, he was doing the job. Everything would be fine if she would just stay out of his way.
 
   Not likely, though. It was her building after all. She deserved to look at the job as often as she wanted to. She was the customer, and the customer was always—yeah, that stupid saying again.
 
   “Okay,” he said. “We can both try to shut up when we’re around each other. Being nice might be expecting too much, seeing as how ever since we met we’ve been on each other’s cases. How about you come in and ask Mike any questions. If I know you’re there, I’ll try to stay in another part of the building. It’s not that big a place, though. We’re going to meet at times.”
 
   “I can pretend to like you—for short periods of time—if you can do the same.”
 
   “I don’t know. How about we just pretend to tolerate each other?”
 
   She nodded. “That’s a start.” And probably more realistic.
 
   Greg went to the coffee pot and poured a large mug full, then took a long swig. Remembering what they’d just said, he reached for the plastic bag of Styrofoam cups. “So we’ve got a deal. You want to drink on it?”
 
   Chloe McClain wrinkled that damn cute nose of hers and shook her head. “Let’s not get carried away.”
 
   She walked out of his office, her sweet little butt swaying. Greg took another long draw of coffee and swallowed hard. No. Let’s not get carried away.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
    
 
   “Hey. Calm down, Chloe.”
 
   Chloe paced back and forth in front of the long coffee bar in Midnight Shelby McClain’s Emporium. Midnight, the wife of Chloe’s brother Martin, was also Chloe’s good friend, encourager, and confidante.
 
   “He just makes me so angry! You’d almost think he likes making me angry.”
 
   Midnight smiled. “Who knows? Maybe he does. I don’t know Greg very well. He and Martin go fishing once in a while, but he’s not terribly sociable.”
 
   “That’s not a surprise. He’s an unpleasant man. Every time I see him, he says something to put me down. I think he hates women, except in bed. He practically said as much, right in front of everybody—including LizBeth Ann!”
 
   “Did he now?” Midnight leaned an elbow onto the polished wood bar top, cupped her chin into her hand. What kind of smile was that anyway?
 
   Chloe resumed her pacing. “I’m so stressed, I’m barely functional. I sure don’t have time to deal with a prima donna of a carpenter.”
 
   “Of course not.”
 
   Chloe spun around, facing her friend. “I have my work! So much to finish before the show.”
 
   “You’ve been staying busy.”
 
   “Yes. Work is pretty much my whole life right now.”
 
   “You wish it weren’t?” Midnight’s diamond-and-emerald ring caught the light as she lightly ran her fingers along the bar top.
 
   “No. I love my life. Mostly.” She sighed. “Sure, sometimes I get a little lonely. Even being a McClain, occasionally it’s awkward when you’re a single instead of half of a couple. You’d think I’d be used to it by now.”
 
   “I imagine you’re used to it. Maybe not quite satisfied with it.”
 
   “I guess. Of course there’s nobody in town I’m interested in. Or the other way around, for that matter.”
 
   “Well, Legend is getting some new people now.”
 
   “Mostly families.”
 
   “Mostly.” Midnight’s black eyes held Chloe’s. “Then again, there’s that handsome blonde contractor... Pretty rough around the edges, but maybe there’s an interesting person underneath.”
 
   “Not sure I’m brave enough to find out.”
 
   “You’re one of the bravest people I know, Chloe.” Midnight topped off Chloe’s coffee. “Not many women have gone after their dreams with more energy than you have. You’re an inspiration to a lot of the teenage girls in Legend.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “Sure. You’re doing work you love, and making a living at it. Plus looking good at the same time.” Midnight winked. “What’s not inspirational about that?”
 
   “You’re great for my ego.” And right now Chloe’s ego needed all the boosting it could get.
 
   “Just telling you the truth. You’re an amazing woman. Don’t let Greg get under your skin so much. Unless there’s a better reason for it, like you’re interested in him.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Okay. Just saying.”
 
   “And he’s not interested in me.”
 
   “You’re sure of that?”
 
   “Absolutely. He barely tolerates me. We’ve made a pact to be civil to each other when we’re around people. I imagine that’s the best it will ever be between him and me.”
 
   “Civil.”
 
   “Mmm-hmm. And only because we’re forcing ourselves, for the good of the project.”
 
   “I see. Very adult of you both.” Midnight was smiling that knowing smile again.
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “And how is the project going?”
 
   “On schedule, he said. To be honest, when I was there I wasn’t paying very good attention to detail. Mike said some things about windows... Then Greg came in and he and I blew up at each other. Maybe I’ll drop over there some evening after they leave. Just look around.”
 
   ****
 
   A few nights later, Chloe drove into town to check out her building. Even though it was already eight o’clock, the guys were just now pouring out, looking exhausted and glad to be out of there. No wonder! She hadn’t realized they were working such long days. He said he would have to work the guys hard to get the job done on time. She waved and honked her horn, but drove on by. No reason to meet up with Greg. I’ll come back in a few minutes.
 
   It was closer to two hours because when she was home, her brother Robert phoned, and they had a lot of catching up to do. Chloe nearly decided to skip her tour of the building, but even at ten o’clock, she wasn’t afraid to head out on her own. It was Legend, after all—about as safe as you could get nowadays.
 
   The streetlamp gave sufficient light for unlocking the front door. Chloe wondered how long the door had been off its hinges as it had been on her last visit. Not that anyone would bother things...probably. There were expensive tools and building materials here. No reason to tempt kids, or whoever. She quietly closed the door behind her and felt along the wall for a switch. Her hand brushed over a rectangular hole with some wires poking out of it. Catching her breath, she quickly jerked her hand away. Then she pulled the small flashlight out of her jeans pocket. The bright beam proved what she had found—the electric switch box had new wires but they were capped. Well, Mike had said new wiring was required, hadn’t he? Okay. She showed the light around a little more and located the squat, utilitarian-looking spotlights, now dark, that enabled the guys to work in here when the sun was down. The spots’ long extension cords snaked out of sight. Evidently, there was power somewhere. She flipped a switch on one, but it didn’t come on. Figures. And it’s impossible to get an idea how it’s going when I can only see a little bit at a time. Frustrated, Chloe huffed out a breath and aimed her little light randomly around the room. She could come back Sunday morning. Surely Greg didn’t have his crew working Sundays. She spent just a few more minutes stepping around carefully to avoid falling over a piece of equipment or stack of drywall, then headed toward the front door. She turned the knob and it quickly turned the opposite direction.
 
   “What—”
 
   The door was shoved open, and Chloe caught it with the flat of one hand.
 
   “Hey. What’s going on in there?” Greg Andrews—who else?
 
   “I might ask the same. Are you trying to hit me with my own front door?”
 
   “I saw a flashlight beam. Wondered who was in here messing around.”
 
   “No you didn’t. You saw my Jeep out front. You had to know it was me. I have every right to be walking around in here with a flashlight—or a brass band, if I want. It’s my building.”
 
   “Listen, babe. Both of us are glad it’s your building and not mine.” Greg stepped fully inside and closed the door.
 
    
 
   How could she be even prettier tonight than she had been before? A shaft of pale moonlight touched Chloe’s face, which was raised to his in defiance, as usual. He sure wasn’t going to tell her that, yes, he knew that was her Jeep, but he also wanted to know if she was in here alone. It wasn’t any of his business, and whether or not she was safe definitely was not his problem. Still, he had stopped his truck and come to check on her. He’d hoped to do it without being seen, but soon realized that, with the sidewalk so much better lit than the building’s interior, he couldn’t see in at all to tell what was going on. The way the flashlight beam had wavered erratically for a while, he wondered what he might find Chloe doing in here. And with whom. Just watching out for the woman who was paying his bills.
 
   “Just checking on things, Miz McClain. Nothing personal.”
 
   She drew in a slow, deep breath. “I think that’s ridiculous when you knew it was me.” She shook her head. “But okay. At least you didn’t quite slam me in the face with the door.”
 
   Greg leaned against the doorframe. “So. You have questions about the project, I’m guessing?”
 
   “I just wanted to look at it without— Well, without you looking over my shoulder. I’m tired of being on my guard around you.”
 
   “I thought we had a kind of a truce.”
 
   “That doesn’t make it comfortable in reality, just in theory. In reality I wish the job was done so I could get my stuff moved in here and you—”
 
   “And I could get my stuff out. Got it. You’re not looking forward to that day any more than I am, let me tell you. I don’t know when I’ve had more hassles with a job than I have with this one.”
 
   “What? I’ve tried to leave you alone.”
 
   “I’m not talking about you. Or at least, not just about you. I’m talking about every material order gets screwed up somehow, a couple of the guys have been sick, which puts us behind. Just a lot of crap that doesn’t usually happen, and it’s all happening with this job. Like it has a hex on it or something.”
 
   “Don’t say that. I’m not superstitious, but—just don’t say things like that. This job has to be finished on time. Everything hinges on it.” She grabbed his forearm. “If there’s something I can do to help it go more smoothly, I will.”
 
   “That’s stupid. You’ve gotta know I’m going to put you to work in here.”
 
   “I would.”
 
   “No doubt. Don’t worry--my crew and I’ll get it. We’re a little stretched right now, but we’ll finish on time. I’ve never missed a deadline, and even though yours is the craziest ever, I won’t miss it either. You have my promise.”
 
   He meant it. Every word of it. Even though he didn’t like her, and he thought her project and deadline were crazy, he was absolutely determined to finish on time.
 
    
 
   In that moment Chloe found herself liking Greg Andrews just a tiny bit. And it was a good thing he was determined, because she was working as many hours a day as she could manage to get her last painting done and her little people and buildings in shape. She was exhausted and excited at the same time because everything was moving along reasonably well... But that was before she had heard of the problems here. Why hadn’t Mike said anything?
 
   “Why didn’t Mike tell me there’ve been problems?”
 
   “No reason to. He said you’ve got a lot on your plate with getting ready for the show, and he didn’t want you to worry. I don’t even think he told his wife.”
 
   “Betsy.”
 
   “Right. I don’t even think he told Betsy.”
 
   “Because she would be sure to tell me.”
 
   “No doubt.”
 
   “Because that’s what women do. Chatter to each other about everything they hear.”
 
   “You said it, not me.”
 
   “You don’t have much use for women in general, do you Greg? I’ve never known anybody who didn’t like Betsy, yet here you are trying to avoid saying her name.”
 
   “I like women just fine. Don’t start in again on this. It’s something you won’t want to finish, Miz McClain.”
 
   “I do want to finish it. I want you to say, straight out, exactly what your problem is. Because I don’t think it’s just me. I think it’s more than that. Like you already disliked me before I said a word—just because I’m female.”
 
   He wiped a hand across his face and took a deep breath. In fact, she thought she heard a slight groan before he began to talk.
 
   “Miz McClain, you are an artist, which means you’re creative, so you’re good at making things up. The bare truth is I don’t like you. You’re spoiled. I guess the world is supposed to bend itself to whatever desire you’ve got in your pretty little head just because you’re a big deal around here, and you’re going to bring an art show to little old Legend as a favor to the town and its people. To be honest, I’m not sure Legend needs something like that. I think this is all about your ego. The show is all about you, and you’re playing everybody in the county for idiots.”
 
   “That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard! You don’t know anything about me, or this show. Like I said, you had your mind made up about me before we ever met.”
 
   “No. I had my mind made up about this building. I knew it wasn’t worth the time and money that’d be required to bring it up to code. When you sashayed in here and told me your deadline, I knew you were crazy. That’s a fact. I’m only on this job because there wasn’t a good way out of it. The whole thing is nuts. But hey, you’re the one with the money. We’ll make this happen, and it’ll be amazing. That’s not about you; it’s about my reputation as a contractor.
 
   “And as far as me not liking women, it’s a pity you’ll never know how wrong you are on that score. I guess you’re used to guys falling at your feet, but baby, you could die of old age waiting for that to happen with me. My theory with women is to do what comes naturally for as long as it’s a good thing and then move on.” He ran his palm along her jaw line, and she involuntarily shivered—not an unpleasant feeling. “If you’d be interested in some of that, just let me know. Wait ‘til this job is finished, though, because I’m trying real hard to maintain a workable business relationship. Besides, after this project is done I’ll have a little more time and energy.” He turned and walked out the door.
 
   She ran out after him and grabbed his arm. “Don’t think you can just walk away from me after spouting that load of crap!”
 
   He stopped and faced her. “You’d best take your hand off my arm, sweet cakes. Unless you’re planning to beg me to go back into that big, dark building with you and demonstrate what I was talking about.”
 
   Chloe dropped her hand and felt both of them turn to fists.
 
   He nodded. “Right. I’ll see you around. Lock up when you’re done—I can’t afford to lose anything out of there because of your carelessness.” He swung himself up into his pickup, slammed the door, and drove off.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
    
 
   Monday morning at six o’clock, Chloe slid out of her Jeep and crossed Main Street with a travel mug of coffee in her hand and a smile on her face. She greeted Dave, who was busily pulling wires through an outlet on the far side of the room.
 
   “Looks like you’ve been at it a while.”
 
   Dave yawned. “We started at five this morning. Maybe earlier tomorrow. Dunno yet.” He glanced over his shoulder before quietly continuing. “Greg’s not taking any chances about missing your deadline. You here to check up on him?”
 
   There it was. The rift she had unintentionally helped create.
 
   She shrugged and smiled. “Nope. Just can’t stay away from the place anymore. I’m excited about the project, Dave. This is a dream come true for me, and you guys are making it happen. Do you mind if I stop in and look around? Does it bother you?”
 
   “Me? Not a bit. I’d much rather look at you than anybody else I’m likely to see in here today.” He gave a harsh tug on the wires, grunted and frowned. “Hm. I need to go downstairs. Later.”
 
   “Later.” She ambled over to Ed and Fred Gentry, two older guys who were famous for their abilities with drywall. When they were done, a wall was always as smooth as brand-new construction, even though they did mostly renovation work, and old buildings were notorious for having wavy walls.
 
   “Guys, how’s it going?”
 
   “Good, Chloe,” they said in unison.
 
   “You see the late show last night?” asked Ed.
 
   “Hysterical!” said Fred. “There was this—”
 
   “Yeah. I saw it. Cracked me up, too! This is looking great, guys.”
 
   “Thanks,” they said together.
 
   Everybody in Legend knew that if you let Ed and Fred get started on a comedy routine they’d seen on TV, they’d tell you the whole thing—very poorly—and ruin it for you forever. They’d been doing it for years. Ed and Fred were good-hearted and great at their profession, but they sure couldn’t tell a story.
 
   “This is coming along really well, isn’t it?” she asked.
 
   “Our part is. We’ll have the wallboard up in this room today. How’d you like the ceiling?” Ed looked up, admiring it.
 
   Chloe looked up, too. “Amazing. As pretty as the Sistine Chapel if it had been painted plain white.”
 
   “Huh. It is, isn’t it?” Fred picked up his cap from the floor where it had landed while he gazed at their handiwork.
 
   Chloe smiled. “Absolutely. Um, don’t let me bother you. I’m just cruising.”
 
   “Sure,” they said, looking up for another moment and then going back to the wall that was their current project.
 
   It took Chloe a little while to get through the two floors of the building and talk to each guy. The last person she saw was Greg Andrews, who was in the basement. Hiding out? Maybe. He had offered to make himself scarce if she showed up.
 
   Chloe walked carefully down the uneven basement steps, which were lit with another of the floor-mounted spotlights like she’d seen in the gallery area the other night. Evidently, Dave had finished whatever he needed to do down here, because Greg was the only person in the basement.
 
   “Miz McClain. I didn’t expect you to come down here.”
 
   “I didn’t really intend to, but when the door was open and I saw there was a light, I thought I might as well. I haven’t been down here before.”
 
   One eyebrow raised. “You didn’t come down here before you bought the building?”
 
   “No. Why would I? Just the heating system down here, right?”
 
   “Yeah. And your electrical boxes and plumbing cutoffs. Kind of important to know where those are. And what the heating system’s like. Do you even know what kind of heat you have here?”
 
   “Of course. Natural gas. I’m not an idiot, just disinterested in the details of what it looks like or how it works. I don’t mess with stuff like that. Never had to learn, because my brothers and cousins take care of it for me. I’m not good with mechanical stuff anyway. Makes me nervous.” She remembered touching the wires in the dark the other night.
 
   “Everybody ought to know where their breakers and cutoffs are.”
 
   “Hm. I just really don’t care. Something breaks, Martin or Mike or somebody deals with it. Guys like doing that kind of thing.”
 
   “That’s making a big assumption.”
 
   “What? You don’t like mechanical stuff?”
 
   “Of course I do.”
 
   “And it feeds your manly ego when a woman needs help with that, right? Well then. Point made.” She glanced around at the mostly empty basement with its rough walls and floor. The ceiling was just the floor joists of the main level.
 
   “So you came down here to see me?”
 
   “I was just looking around.”
 
   “Yet you’d never looked down here before.”
 
   “No.” Why had she come down the basement stairs? Maybe there was a slight possibility she wanted to see what Greg Andrews was up to. Maybe there was a chance she wanted to poke at him a bit and rile him up. When had she gotten to be like that?
 
   “You’ve seen the basement now. Better climb back upstairs before the boogey-man gets you, Miz McClain.” He grinned. She didn’t think she’d ever seen him do that before. He looked like a different person.
 
   “Chloe. And I’m not afraid of the boogey-man.”
 
   He took a step toward her. “Maybe you should be afraid.”
 
   She kept her gaze on his. “I don’t think so. He’s not as scary as he thinks he is.”
 
   He stepped forward again, looking down into her eyes. “He’s exactly as scary as he thinks he is. Little girls like you had better be careful. Chloe.”
 
   She liked hearing him say her name. “I’m not a little girl, Greg.” She turned on her heel and headed back up the steps, but stopped mid-way. “I’ll be back tomorrow. I like seeing how the place is looking. You’re making a lot of progress, despite being a real jerk most of the time.”
 
   “Gee, thanks. And you have the sweetest little butt in Legend, Tennessee, in spite of the fact that your personality basically sucks eggs.”
 
   She grinned. “Okay then. See you tomorrow.”
 
   He gave her a slow perusal from head to toe, which she found thoroughly enjoyable. “Yeah. Looking forward to that.”
 
   ****
 
   “What are you doing, Chloe?” Betsy asked a few days later in Chloe’s kitchen.
 
   “Creating the Piggly Wiggly, obviously.” Chloe continued to hum as she worked on the model of the town’s main grocery store.
 
   Betsy groaned. “That’s not what I meant. What are you doing with Greg Andrews?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “You go over there every day.”
 
   “I have a right to. I go each morning early, just stay a little while. It’s exciting to see the progress they’re making. Why? Is that a problem?”
 
   “Mike said you’re distracting.”
 
   “Ewww.”
 
   “Not that you’re distracting him! That you’re distracting some of the other guys, though.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yeah. One in particular.”
 
   “Is that right?” She couldn’t stop a grin.
 
   “Chloe! Stop acting innocent, because you’re really bad at it. You’re trying to seduce Greg Andrews.”
 
   “I am not! Betsy, I’m shocked to hear you say that.”
 
   “It’s what Mike thinks. What all the guys think, I guess.”
 
   Chloe turned her back on Betsy and smiled at the Piggly Wiggly. “Is that what Greg Andrews says?”
 
   “From what I hear, most of what he says isn’t polite language. He’s been yelling at the guys for little or nothing, insisting he doesn’t want to miss the deadline.”
 
   “That’s reasonable.”
 
   “Mike says it isn’t. He says they’re in great shape on the deadline. Greg is a bear to work for these days. I think I know what’s wrong with him.”
 
   “Oh? What would that be?”
 
   “To put it nicely, I think he’s dehydrated from drooling every morning when you’re there.”
 
   Chloe couldn’t help laughing at the picture that brought to mind.
 
   “You’re intentionally driving him insane, right?”
 
   “Yep.” She always wore her best fitting jeans and a snug shirt, made sure she had funky jewelry on, and that her hair and makeup were perfect. She wanted to torture Greg Andrews a little bit. She knew he liked the way she looked. That had been obvious the first time they met. He nearly salivated looking at her that first day in the building, but seemed to dislike her as a person. He still didn’t like her, yet he’d all but propositioned her the night she went to the building with a flashlight. In Chloe’s opinion, the guy needed to learn that women weren’t necessarily available for a physical relationship just because he was interested. He needed to learn that, with most women, unless he developed an emotional relationship first, nothing else would follow. This wasn’t for her own sake, of course. She had just taken it on as a public service for the betterment of Womankind. The Edification of Greg Andrews was like an adopt a highway project to her.
 
   “What happens if he snaps?” Betsy asked.
 
   “Snaps?”
 
   “If he decides he can’t take the torture anymore and goes for it? Goes for you. What happens then?”
 
   “What can happen? We’re in that building surrounded by guys who’ve known me all my life. Greg makes the wrong move, he’s toast.”
 
   “Is that fair?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Or care. “But it sure is fun.”
 
   “This isn’t like you, Chloe.”
 
   “Which makes it even more enjoyable! I go down there every morning and look around at my pretty new gallery—it really is starting to look like a gallery—I say some things to Greg, he leers at me and snarks back, then I come home and work like crazy the rest of the day.” She shrugged. “Hey. At least I’m getting out.”
 
   ****
 
   The next evening Martin stopped by her house and approached the topic in a different way.
 
   “If you had acted like this in the first place, maybe he wouldn’t have added the extra charge to the project. Maybe he would have been way more willing to take it on, even with that deadline, if he’d thought you were interested... You know. Or hey—maybe if you’d taken all your clothes off and jumped him that day he came here to the cabin, he would have redone the building for free.”
 
   “Martin! How can you talk like that to me?”
 
   “Real easy. I’m your brother, remember? I can say whatever I want, as long as Mom’s not around. Plus I’m always right. You act like Greg is this horrible monster who uses women, but the way I see it, you’re doing the same thing to him. Except what you’re up to is worse. Greg doesn’t have a way out without breaking the contract. You keep teasing him, something’s bound to happen. Thing is, I’m pretty sure that’s what you’re hoping for.”
 
   “Martin!”
 
   “Chloe. Take a look at what you’re doing. A good, hard look.” He glanced at his watch. “I need to go. Showing a house up on the mountain. Think about what I said, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” she whispered a few minutes later as he threw his old Jeep CJ into reverse and backed into the road, then took off toward the mountain.
 
   How could Martin think Chloe hoped for Greg to break under the pressure? She was just having some fun at the man’s expense. It was harmless. She couldn’t believe Greg was so bothered by it, or at least not after she vacated the premises each morning. That sure wasn’t what Betsy had heard from Mike though, was it? Mike said Greg was a bear to work with all the time now, and Mike blamed it on Chloe. Well, it wasn’t her fault. It wasn’t that big a deal.
 
   ****
 
   One week before the deadline, Chloe stopped in at the gallery as usual. The beautiful ash tongue-in-groove floor gleamed under a couple nights’ application of polyurethane. The windows were in, and the walls were painted to match the high ceiling. The big new ceiling fans turned slowly, setting a relaxed pace for the room. For potential customers.
 
   Dave was on a high ladder working with one of the hanging lights. Tracks had been installed for the track lighting, but not everything was in yet. She wandered upstairs and talked briefly to Ed and Fred, who were sanding drywall seams in preparation for another coat of ‘mud.’ It would sure be different to live in this large open space instead of her cozy cabin. She thought she would like it. Definitely hoped so, because the cabin was going to be in her past very soon. Looking out one of the large front windows, she saw Greg Andrews cross the street. He must be going over to his office for something. That was okay. She could talk to him there.

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
    
 
   “Good morning.”
 
   “Man!” Greg sloshed coffee off the side of his mug and onto his jeans. “Don’t sneak up on a guy like that.” He finished filling his mug and went to his desk chair, leaning onto its back legs as usual. “I thought you were at your building.” Why couldn’t she just give him a break?
 
   “I was there. It’s looking great.” Chloe smiled, then tipped her head and looked at him quizzically. “Something wrong with you?”
 
   “Nothing that won’t be miraculously cured a week from now when I hand that key back to you.”
 
   “The job has been exhausting, hasn’t it? I’m sorry you’re all having to work so hard...”
 
   “Uh-huh. You had no idea what you were asking me to accomplish when you gave me those perfect drawings. You just smiled and assumed a man would make it all right for you.”
 
   “Don’t—”
 
   “I sure will. You said as much yourself that day in the basement. You don’t worry about how things work, you just let Martin or Mike or one of the other guys in the family take care of it for you. You know what, sweetheart? That’s an irresponsible way to go through life. It’s unbelievable to me that you’ve gotten this far without knowing any more than you do. Obviously your family carries you.”
 
   “I’ve made my own living ever since college. I worked during college too!”
 
   “I guess people must pay you a lot for painting pictures. I can’t imagine why. A lot easier to just go out and look at the mountains in person. Mike said that’s what you paint.”
 
   “Not everybody has the opportunity to just go out and look at them.”
 
   “Everybody in Legend does. Why would anybody here buy one of your paintings? Makes no sense to me to have a store here that sells pictures of basically the view from everybody’s window.”
 
   “You’ve looked at some of my paintings?”
 
   “I know what mountains look like. I don’t need to see your paintings.” He felt one of his Chloe headaches coming on and massaged his forehead. “You done here now?”
 
   “No. I came here to ask you something. I need to have a display case built.”
 
   “You’re kidding. You have got to be kidding.”
 
   “I know it’ll cost extra, but I need it. I need it before opening day.”
 
   “I can’t believe you have the nerve to ask me a favor! Forget it. Or ask Mike.”
 
   “I did ask him. He turned me down. Said he has little enough time with Betsy and LizBeth Ann now, without another project dumped on him. Something like that.”
 
   “Sounds about right. I imagine you’ll get the same answer from everybody.”
 
   “I have. Didn’t ask Ed or Fred, but I get that woodworking isn’t really their thing.”
 
   “No. If you don’t want it built out of drywall, don’t ask them. So. Too bad, I guess. Go to the city and find somebody, maybe. Or, let me think, do without for once. Have you ever had to do without anything?”
 
   She didn’t favor him with an answer. “I have to have this display case built! No way can I put my town out and not protect it! I was so wrapped up in creating it, I hadn’t thought about a case. I need this, Greg. Please.”
 
   Whoa. He really wanted to hear her say please, but not because she wanted a display case. He wanted her to say it because she wanted him. She made him ache for her a little more each morning she came to the gallery. He hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since she started doing that. Still couldn’t figure out what had triggered her change in attitude. It had been easier to deal with her when the two of them barely spoke to each other. This sexual tension was a killer, and he didn’t have time to go anywhere and take the edge off of it. He knew Chloe wasn’t going to let him do anything about it with her. She was just punishing him. What he’d ever done in his life to deserve this kind of sweet torture, he didn’t know.
 
   “So. Will you come?”
 
   Have mercy. “Huh?”
 
   “I said, will you come out to the cabin and look at the pieces, then design a display cabinet?”
 
   “Hell no. Didn’t I already say that?”
 
   She shrugged, and those bell earrings chimed lightly.
 
   “What will it take to get you out there? Just to look?”
 
   Not fair. This was simply not fair. He wanted to say things that were...inappropriate. Things he couldn’t say because she was Mike’s cousin and Martin’s sister, besides being his current source of income. Her weekly payments toward the total bill, even after paying for materials and the guys’ wages, were sure making Greg’s bank balance look better.
 
   “Make me an offer.” He gave her a smile that he hoped looked only a tenth as lecherous as he felt.
 
   “Dinner?”
 
   Well. There was food involved. “Home cooked?”
 
   “Yes. What do you like?”
 
   “If it’s home cooked, I won’t be choosy. Uh... Do you bake bread?”
 
   “I haven’t in a while, but I can. All right then, a meal including home baked bread. Say eight-thirty tonight? You guys still working ‘til around eight?”
 
   “About, yeah.” He might let them cut out a little earlier tonight so he’d have time to shower and change. It’d probably make no difference to the outcome of the evening, but it also couldn’t hurt.
 
   ****
 
   Greg didn’t remember the last time he’d had such a great meal. The bread was the best part—turned out the woman knew her way around a package of yeast. Fork-tender roast beef with carrots and potatoes, a tossed salad with some kind of fancy sweet dressing, and fried apples. She served shoofly pie for dessert, and he had some of that, but also loaded up with more bread and butter.
 
   Finally, he couldn’t eat another bite and slid down in his chair. “Uncle.”
 
   She laughed. “You give up that easily? My brothers could eat you under the table.”
 
   “Whatever. I’ll die if I eat anything else. I’d die happy of course.”
 
   “I can pack some stuff for you to take home, too, before you leave.”
 
   He groaned happily.
 
   “So now are you ready to look at my little town?”
 
   “Huh? I’ve been here for a while. Feel like I’ve pretty much seen it.”
 
   “Not Legend. At least, not that Legend. I want to show you Little Legend.”
 
   She rose and led him into the small living room where a lot of little toys were spread out all over the floor.
 
   “Watch you don’t step on any of them. Some of the kids are really hard to see when you’re this far away from them.”
 
   “Kids?” Greg squinted at the toys, then got down on one knee and picked up a tiny figure. “This looks like LizBeth Ann.”
 
   Her face broke into a huge smile. “Yes! It is. See Betsy and Mike?”
 
   He picked them up in turn. Amazing. He felt like Gulliver checking out the Lilliputians.
 
   “Whoa. You made these?” Greg picked up the Piggly Wiggly and examined it. Lots of detail. Then he saw his own building. “Deluxe Home Improvements” read the words on what looked like plate glass windows. Huh. The place looked like it needed paint. Did his building really look that bad? She had even included the pesky kudzu vine growing up around the back door.
 
   “See yourself? That’s you looking out the window. I realized I was running short on time, so I painted some of the shop owners inside their buildings instead of making them three dimensional.”
 
   “Cool. Yeah, that looks like me. Maybe a little scruffy though.” He looked at her. One brow was raised, but she didn’t say anything.
 
   “Your building is looking good.” He picked up the McClain Art Gallery. “Looking very good. Hm… I dunno... That doesn’t exactly look like you in the window.”
 
   “I can’t paint myself. I’ve worked and worked on it. Self-portraits are difficult, even at that scale. What do you think is wrong with it?”
 
   “Needs more spark. The eyes need to have some snap to them. And you should be smiling instead of looking so serious. And, well, you haven’t captured your sexiness. You look kind of boring.”
 
   “That’s a lot of suggestions. Not sure I can capture my sexiness.”
 
   “I sure would like to capture it.” He hadn’t intended to say that out loud. He meant it, but had intended to keep it to himself.
 
   Chloe cleared her throat. “Well.” She moved to the other side of the room, carefully stepping around the little people and buildings. “Um, what about a display case?”
 
   “This the whole thing?”
 
   “For now, yes. It will most likely grow as I have time to work on it.”
 
   “Lordy. This could take some room. I’m surprised you’re willing to give up that much floor space in the gallery. And where do you see it going?”
 
   “I don’t know.” She bit her bottom lip. “I don’t want to give up the floor space. I don’t want the room to seem crowded. I was going for light and airy and spacious.”
 
   “You’ve got that going on now, but if you start moving the town of Legend indoors, I think you’ll have a problem.”
 
   “I’ve seen model train layouts of real towns. They were so realistic, with all the buildings in the right place. They’re really big though. The square footage would be a killer!”
 
   “Guess you could buy a separate building for it.”
 
   She smacked a palm to her forehead. “I can’t even believe you said that. For one thing, I can’t afford the building I have, and for another thing, there is no time to renovate another space. Not even a small space.”
 
   “Guess you could put it upstairs in your apartment.”
 
   “I could. But some people couldn’t climb the stairs. I don’t really want to worry about the security of people going up there.”
 
   “In Legend you’re worrying about security?”
 
   “Not a whole lot. There will, I think, be people coming from all over to see the gallery. I plan to host some traveling art shows. Security will definitely be a concern then. I’m looking into it, but wow that kind of thing is expensive.” She picked up another shop building and looked hard at it. “My concern now is how to display Little Legend. I’m very open to suggestions.”
 
   “How about run it around the perimeter of the whole gallery space? Maybe at about chair rail height, so you don’t interfere with the paintings. People could walk along the whole perimeter and see it. Plus they could see it from more angles if it’s spread out like that. If we built a big display case to put it in, the stuff in the middle would be almost hidden. Especially for kids.”
 
   “Oh. You’re completely right on that. Children couldn’t see it very well in a traditional display.”
 
   “Even like this, with it on the floor, it’s not easy to look at. You’d kind of have to crawl around on your hands and knees to see it.”
 
   “So the chair rail height display case, running the perimeter of the room, and tall enough to hold St. Mary’s church—I think that’s the tallest building we have. What would that cost me?”
 
   “Man, I don’t know. What materials do you want used? Plexiglass? Glass? Glass with wood?”
 
   She sank onto a short little couch, frowning.
 
   “I’m at a loss. I made a drawing of what I had in mind, but I really like your idea better. You’re the professional—what materials do you think would work best?”
 
   It was the first time she had seemed to appreciate his abilities. The first time she had asked his opinion on anything at all. Up until now, his purpose had been to carry out her plans as best he could. Greg carefully picked his way across the room and sat on the short couch, too. The rocking chair was too near the Piggly Wiggly for safety, and there were similar problems with the other chair and the longer sofa located near the fireplace. Not that it was a hardship sitting this close to her.
 
   “I’ll tell you what I think would work, and I know somebody who’d do a good job of it, but he’s based in Knoxville. Could be expensive.”
 
   She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. “Okay. I’ll get something to write down his name and number.”
 
   “I don’t know his number. I’ll have to find it. If you want, I can take the measurements and give him a call with the info. See if he’s too busy for a rush job. Sometimes contractors don’t have time, Chloe. Will you be real disappointed if you can’t have the little town on display for the opening?”
 
   Her eyes went wide, and her beautiful mouth formed an “O.”
 
   “I have to have the town there! Surely, somebody can make a display case for me. Oh, why was I so engrossed in what I was doing that I hadn’t given any thought to displaying the town? I had everything else so beautifully organized. Not only do I know where the seating areas will be and the cash register/wrapping desk. I know where every single painting will hang.”
 
   “Doesn’t surprise me. You’re a detail person.”
 
   “So are you.”
 
   “Have to be, to give the customer what he wants. Or what she wants.” He hoped she would get the double meaning.
 
   She gave him a slight smile. “You’re doing a fine job of that. Giving me what I want. The building is great.”
 
   “Yeah. Is that all you want from me, Chloe? A beautiful art gallery and living area? Because I was getting some not-so-subtle hints that you wanted something else too. Something a lot more personal.”
 
   She blushed. Good! At least she had the grace to do that.
 
   “I’m not sure what you mean.”
 
   He laughed. “Right. You come to the building every morning; say things to get my engine going. As if just looking at you didn’t already have it going. All the guys know what you’re doing. They’re not sure how I’ve controlled myself this long. I just tell them you’re the boss lady, and I know better than to let you trick me into something. You looking to trick me, Chloe?”
 
   She slid her eyes away from his. “No. I’ve just been teasing...”
 
   He put his arm along the back of the couch. “Teasing. That’s it? Just in good fun, huh? Well, you’re lucky I’m a man with a lot of restraint. I can deal with it. Soon as we’re finished with your building, I’ll walk out of there and never step foot in it again. Nothing against you, but art galleries aren’t my thing. I like my art to fold out of the middle of a magazine. You would look pretty good there, I bet.”
 
   She looked shocked, then smiled. “That’s a compliment, right?”
 
   “Damned right.” He leaned closer. “You look amazing in those jeans and t-shirt right now, Chloe. I’d love to see how you look out of them.” Standing up, he put his hands in his front pockets. “I have a job to do.” He retrieved his measuring tape from his jacket pocket and measured St. Mary’s up to the top of the cross on the steeple. “I’ll call Billy and see if he can take on a rush job. I’ll give him the height and depth measurements, and the yardage for the run around the perimeter. That work for you?”
 
   She looked confused for a moment. Maybe he’d lost her in the switch from talking about taking off her clothes to taking measurements for Plexiglas. “Um. Okay.”
 
   Greg left a few minutes later with a container of leftovers. He and Chloe had plowed some new ground tonight. If he talked Billy into taking on the project, maybe Chloe would be grateful enough to plow a little more. He’d never expected to see a positive side to working for a woman, but this woman was working on him, in more ways than one.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
    
 
   On the morning of August 30, Billy Sanders was due to arrive in Legend with The Case. Chloe had begun to think of it as The Case when she realized how important it was to everything. The gallery was ready for hanging the paintings, bringing in the furniture and the few other items of décor, but she wanted to wait until The Case was installed before any of that happened. There might be sawdust, or something might have to be rethought at the last moment once The Case was up. Greg and the guys had cleaned up their mess pretty well, but Chloe was running a large rental vacuum through the gallery. The hardwood floor wouldn’t require waxing or polishing, but it needed to be clean. She turned off the vac and stood in the middle of the floor with her eyes closed. Opening day was almost here. Surely, everything would come together. She still needed to put all of Little Legend on display and then hang the paintings. She had most of her belongings yet to pack, and all of that had to be hauled to town and dragged upstairs. She had promised the new owners possession of the cabin on August 31. For now, she didn’t care what her apartment looked like. She’d eventually dig everything out and get settled. The only thing that mattered was the opening on September 1. Chloe had never disliked calendars until recently, when her life had begun to depend so strongly on what day it was and how many remained.
 
   A delivery truck pulled up outside. “Sanders Woodworking.” Okay, this was it. Chloe wiped suddenly sweaty palms along the sides of her jeans before heading out onto the sidewalk. The man who walked around the front of the truck and greeted her was tall and broad with auburn hair. She smiled and held out her hand. “Hi. I’m Chloe McClain.”
 
   “Good morning. Bill Sanders.” He shook her hand and sized her up, a slow smile lighting his face. “I didn’t know what to expect—or, that is, who to expect to see here. Since Greg called me, I thought maybe he’d be around. No, huh?”
 
   He didn’t look disappointed at all. Chloe didn’t mind that Bill—or Billy—Sanders was flirting with her. As long as he did the work she needed done, personal opinion did not matter. She had learned that with Greg.
 
   “Hey, Billy. You going to stand there all day?” Greg appeared next to Chloe.
 
   “Hey, man. Didn’t see you.”
 
   “I know. I could have walked up and punched you in the nose, and you wouldn’t have known what hit you. Mind on the project, Sanders. Got it?”
 
   Billy smiled and slugged Greg in the shoulder. “Got it.” He winked at Chloe. “For now anyway. Give me a hand with this, will ya, Andrews?”
 
   Greg sent Chloe a smile and an eye roll and followed his compatriot to the back end of the truck. She opened the gallery’s door wide and eagerly anticipated the unveiling of the first bit of The Case. It was beautiful in its simplicity, and Chloe knew it was the perfect way to show people Little Legend. Mike came in soon after the cases were unpacked, and when Chloe had agreed with the appropriate height, the three guys quickly installed them. Chloe wrote a check for the statement Billy presented to her, and Greg practically escorted him out of the building. Mike went outside with them, too. Greg seemed to be explaining something to Billy—something Billy wasn’t enjoying—but finally he nodded, shook hands with Mike and punched Greg in the shoulder again. Greg returned the favor, and Billy closed the back of his truck, climbed into the cab, and drove away. Men.
 
   “Chloe, you ready to move the other stuff in here?” Greg asked. “Mike and I have the rest of the day.”
 
   Chloe was very particular about her paintings and the little town. All of those things would be transported in her Jeep. The rest of her stuff could ride in the guys’ pickup trucks; she was fine with that. So she gladly accepted the offer. When she pulled up at the cabin with the pickups behind her, she saw Midnight’s little sports car. She was happily surprised to find Betsy and Midnight packing her household into neatly labeled boxes.
 
   “Just thought you could use a little help. You’ve been swamped,” said Betsy.
 
   “Thanks. I don’t know how I thought I could move all this in the time I have left. I haven’t moved in over ten years, since I built this place.” She looked around at her beloved kitchen and was suddenly hit with the enormity of the fact that she might never see it again.
 
   She swallowed hard. “Sorry girls. I’ve accumulated a lot of stuff. Probably should have gone through and purged some of it.”
 
   “No worries,” said Midnight gently as she wrapped an art glass vase in newspaper. “We’re packing. You can purge at your leisure.”
 
   Between her family and Greg’s crew, everything Chloe owned was at McClain Art Gallery by midnight. The crew was completely finished now, and as they left, everyone gave Chloe a hug and wished her good luck with the opening. Betsy had exited earlier to pick up LizBeth Ann at Mike’s parents’ house and take her home to bed. Now there was just Greg and Chloe in the building.
 
   “You want help hanging the paintings?”
 
   Chloe covered a yawn. “Not tonight. I know where each one will go, but I’m pretty exhausted. I appreciate everything you’ve done, Greg. Or to be honest, I probably don’t appreciate it because I don’t know that much about what your work encompasses. What I do know is that you took a derelict building and turned it into a beautiful gallery. It’s as nice as anything in the city. It really is. And the way you designed the case for Little Legend, and found someone to do it for me at the last minute. Well, I just doubt there’s any way I can repay you for that. It was above and beyond.”
 
   “You’ve paid plenty for the project.”
 
   “That isn’t what I mean, and you know it. You really came through, in spite of not wanting to deal with any of it. Not wanting to deal with me, even. Just—thank you. Thank you so much.” She laid a hand on his forearm. It was strong and warm. Some crazy part of her mind wondered what it would be like if he wrapped his arms around her right now. She wondered how she would react. She’d teased him enough, but that had all been in fun. She didn’t seriously want a physical relationship with Greg Andrews. She would never settle for that kind of arrangement, and he wasn’t interested in any other kind. After tonight, he was done with her, and she’d just see him around once in a while like she did any citizen of Legend. Wave at him driving down the street, that kind of thing. Wonder who his current fling was and whether it was anybody she knew.
 
   Wishing she’d given him a try when she’d had the chance.
 
   Greg smiled. “Well, I guess there’s just one thing I need to do then. The bed.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   He headed toward the stairs. “We carried it in but didn’t set it up. Just as well put it together for you so you can have a good first night’s sleep in your new place.”
 
   “It’s no big deal. I can sleep on the mattress on the floor. I could sleep on the floor itself, I’m so beat.”
 
   “No need for that. Just take me a minute.” He took the stairs two at a time, and when Chloe got up there, he had the bed half assembled. “You want to hold this rail for me? Doesn’t seem to want to go in straight.” She held the rail, and he slid it into place. The antique wrought iron bed had been hers since childhood. Greg slid the plywood platform onto the base then added her mattress. “Sheets?”
 
   “Greg. I’ve got it. Please don’t worry about the rest. I am capable of making my own bed.”
 
   His face fell. “Kind of thought if I helped, you might invite me...”
 
   She laughed. “You have got to be kidding. I just want to take a shower and fall into bed.”
 
   “I could go for that.”
 
   “And sleep! I’m exhausted. Aren’t you?”
 
   “I’m something, but exhausted isn’t the word I’d use. So you really want to be on your own now?”
 
   “Yes. Thanks. I’ve got to sleep. Tomorrow is a big day.”
 
   “Another one.”
 
   “And it’s probably not going to be long enough for me to get everything done exactly right.”
 
   “You’ll do fine. The big hurdles are crossed.”
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
    
 
   Although she got a shower, thanks to the fact that Midnight had put her bathroom stuff in place, Chloe ended up sleeping without any pjs, wrapped in her comforter on a bed with no sheets. The next morning she awoke to the sound of knocking on the door. The gallery door, downstairs. It was pretty loud knocking for her to hear it in her apartment. Then her phone rang.
 
   “Chloe. It’s Greg. You okay in there?”
 
   “Mmm. Not awake yet. Is that you at the door?”
 
   “Yeah. Came to help you hang the pictures and stuff. It’s past seven.”
 
   She yawned. “Ugh.” A yawn silenced her. “Hey, I’m not dressed.”
 
   “Not a problem for me. Oh—I still have the key. Okay if I come on in?”
 
   “Well. If you could just wait...” But he had ended the call. She knew he had come in, but didn’t hear the door open and close. She needed to get a bell for the door so she’d know when a customer arrived. Something else for the never-ending “To Do” list.
 
   Thank goodness for girlfriends who put clothes into drawers. Chloe scrambled for jeans, t-shirt, and sandals then headed downstairs.
 
   “Greg, I’m sorry. I’m really not prepared.”
 
   “Not a problem. I am.” He held out a white paper bag.
 
   “Be still my heart! Donuts from Sydney’s Sugar High?”
 
   “You got it. And coffee. I figured you might have a rocky start this morning. Nothing like some sugar and caffeine to smooth it out, right?”
 
   “Absolutely right. Come on, I think I can find my kitchen table.” Not only had he gotten donuts, they were Chloe’s favorite kind. Obviously, the man was doing his homework. Seemed as if he was trying very hard to get on her good side. She knew what that meant—he wanted her. The problem was, she wanted him too, but no way would she give in and let her libido take over. Sex was great. She loved it, as she recalled. Without a loving relationship, she wouldn’t. Absolutely would not. No matter how handsome the guy was, no matter how much she wanted to yank him by that blonde braid and pull his mouth down to hers...
 
   Nope. Not going there. Back to business as usual.
 
   It took longer than she’d expected to hang the paintings. Greg was a willing helper, and visibly tamped down his frustration at Chloe’s perfectionism. They broke for lunch and went to Burrito Bungalow. Martin came in to get a bag of carryout and saw them at the small corner table. He ambled over to them, smiling.
 
   “So it’s true. I heard the two of you were actually on speaking terms. Word on the street is that Greg showed up at the gallery this morning at seven with donuts and coffee.”
 
   Chloe sighed. “I love how everybody knows everything around here. Do you know what kind of donuts?”
 
   “Your favorite, Greg’s favorite. And a couple of grande coffees. Want me to recite the blends?”
 
   She held up a hand. “No, thanks, Martin. That’s just scary. Not surprising, but scary.”
 
   “Tongues’ll be wagging about the two of you having lunch together.”
 
   Greg scowled. “Let ‘em wag.”
 
   “As if I could stop them.” He turned to Chloe, his gaze softening. “How’s it going? Need any help this afternoon? I had a closing this morning, but Betsy can keep the place from sinking if you need me.” Betsy McClain was Martin’s receptionist and was also working toward earning her real estate license.
 
   “I think we’re okay, Martin. Pictures are hung. I have to put out the Little Legend pieces and that’s about it. I’m amazed, but it’s not going to be crazy today after all.”
 
   “Huh. You must have decent help.” He winked at Greg.
 
   She smiled and looked at Greg, too. “I can’t complain.”
 
   “Of course you can, Sis. Been doing it all your life. Smart people just stopped listening.” He reached down and mussed her hair as he’d done when they were kids. “You gonna go around with bed head all day?”
 
   That’s when Chloe remembered she hadn’t done more this morning than put clothes on. No combing of hair, brushing of teeth, applying of makeup. She squeezed her eyes shut and told herself it didn’t matter. Martin knew what she looked like underneath the makeup. Most of Legend probably did too, and didn’t care. And Greg?
 
   Greg looked at her, appraising. “It’s her new style. I think it’s called ‘Just got out of bed after a night of great sex.’ Looks good on her, huh?”
 
   Martin frowned and smiled at the same time—an interesting sight. He muttered something about delivering lunch to Midnight and Betsy and escaped out the front door.
 
   Greg was smiling at Chloe with a challenge in his eyes. “You want to say something about that. I know you do.”
 
   “No, I don’t think so. I think I just want to finish this tamale and go put Little Legend where it belongs. The real one? I can’t control that.”
 
   It was no surprise that family and friends stopped in during the afternoon to chat and see the completed gallery. Chloe enjoyed showing the place but definitely didn’t have time for visitors.
 
   “You ought to get a ‘Closed’ sign for the door and lock it. Never going to finish this with people trooping in and out all day.”
 
   “I can’t do that. These folks are part of the project, after all. It’ll be okay.” She sincerely hoped. It was nearly dark by the time all the Little Legend pieces were where she wanted them. Just as Chloe secured the lid on the last section of the case, the front door opened and in ran a princess.
 
   “Chloe! Trickertreat! I a fairy princess.” LizBeth Ann twirled. “See my fairy wings? See my pretty wahhhhhn?” She held out a silver-painted dowel rod with a twinkly star on the end, trailing silver streamers.
 
   “Oh, LizBeth Ann, you are a perfect fairy princess.” She looked at Betsy. “What’s the occasion?”
 
   Betsy took a step forward. “One of the neighbors had a yard sale. Hey, we’re ready for Halloween a little early, but that’s okay. We just wanted to stop in for a sec.”
 
   “Chloe? I’ll be back in a minute.” Greg walked out in a hurry.
 
   Betsy watched his quick departure. “What’s that about?”
 
   “I don’t know. He’s been wonderful help to me, and he’s off the clock now.” She was sorry he’d left, though.
 
   LizBeth Ann was looking at one of the display cases. “Ooh. Looky at the little houses and the little tiny people. Can I have one?”
 
   Chloe walked over and joined her, thrilled with the look of rapture on the child’s face. “These have to stay here, honey, so everybody can see them. It’s Legend. Let me show you some of them.” The little girl was soon naming the buildings she recognized and the people she knew. If LizBeth Ann was any indication, Little Legend was going to be a big hit.
 
   “Arrgh, matey! What be this princess’s name?”
 
   Greg Andrews, the hunkiest pirate Chloe had ever seen. He’d evidently ducked over to his place a couple of blocks away. Now instead of the t-shirt, he was wearing a long sleeve white shirt, tucked in but unbuttoned. He’d tucked his jeans into his work boots, and was also sporting a black eye patch. A red bandanna was tied around the top of his blonde head, and in his hand, he held a plastic shopping bag from the Piggly Wiggly.
 
   LizBeth Ann’s forehead wrinkled as she took it all in. “Why you look like that?”
 
   Greg gave her a dazzling smile. “Decided I’d do some trick or treat, too.”
 
   She tipped her head and spoke even more softly, but she was clearly captivated by Greg. Chloe hadn’t realized this side of him existed.
 
   “Do grownups s’posed to trickertreat?” LizBeth Ann asked him.
 
   “Arrgh. Some do, some don’t, fair lady,” he growled with a smile. “Does it work better for you if the grownups hand out candy? ‘Cause I’ve got that covered, too.” He glanced at Chloe.
 
    
 
   Greg had never seen Chloe McClain move that fast. She was up the steep stairs to her apartment and, after making a lot of noise opening boxes and rummaging around, back down the stairs carrying a teakwood bowl.
 
   “Candy. Put it in,” she panted, setting the bowl on the counter. Greg dumped in the candy, then lowered the bowl to LizBeth Ann’s level.
 
   “Your pick, Princess.”
 
   Which was why, as the citizens of Legend, Tennessee arrived at the brightly lit art gallery to ooh and aah over the paintings and at the miniature town, there were “refreshments” of a sort. Many people had brought their children along, and each one got a sucker or miniature candy bar as they left. Greg got many interested glances as he remained dressed as a pirate all evening. Chloe glowed the whole time, accepting compliments and plenty of hugs. There’d be a little cleanup after the place emptied, but Greg figured it was totally worth it, even if he had to do it himself. He loved seeing her so happy.
 
   The sidewalks in Legend were generally rolled up around nine o’clock, and even the stragglers had left by ten after.
 
   “How wonderful!” She faced him in the brightly lit gallery and grabbed both his hands. “Greg, how wonderful! Did you invite people here tonight?”
 
   “You’re kidding, right? You don’t have to invite people in Legend. I think they just know when to show up. Sorry if I upstaged your art with my amazingly virile costume.”
 
   She squeezed his hands then took a step back. Embarrassed? “You’re a terrific pirate, by the way.”
 
   “Not much of a stretch, really. I pretty much am a pirate. Haven’t you always thought so?”
 
   She laughed. “A little bit, I guess. You sure do things your way without mincing any words. It works for you.”
 
   “You’d make a great pirate wench, Chloe. Not sure I could control myself if you walked down those stairs wearing a long full skirt with a slit and a buxom wench blouse. You need that get-up if you don’t have one. Wouldn’t it be great to do this again at Halloween?”
 
   “It would be fun. Not sure I’m buxom wench material though.” She ran a hand through her short hair. “Oh, wow. I just remembered what Martin said. I still have bed head and no makeup, the entire town has seen me this way, and the day is nearly over. Good grief.”
 
   “You look great that way. You don’t need makeup. And I meant what I said to Martin about the bed head.” He grazed her cheek with his fingertips. “I totally meant that. Mmm...”
 
    
 
   Chloe felt her eyes glaze over as her body betrayed her, reacting to the delicious sensation of Greg’s work-roughened fingertips on her skin. All her nerve endings were on alert, wanting more. Oh, to reach out and treat her hands to the feel of his golden torso through the gapping front of the white pirate shirt. Just one touch wouldn’t hurt, surely. Just one little touch…
 
   “Do it, Chloe.”
 
   “I can’t. I’m…”
 
   He stepped even closer. Just a few inches separated them now. “Yes? You’re what?” His breath was in her hair.
 
   “I’m…not sure of you. I don’t know you.”
 
   “You know everything about me. I’m a pretty uncomplicated guy. If it helps, I’m sure of you.” He ran one finger around the curve of her ear, fiddled with the diamond stud. “Very sure.” He leaned down and softly kissed her ear. It was delicious and so gentle.
 
   Completely without intending to, she leaned into him, so the touch was deeper. Greg ran his tongue along the curve, darted it in and out of her ear, and she was lost. She caught her breath and put her arms around his neck. His mouth was immediately on hers, and she was so ready for him. Timidity wasn’t something Chloe was guilty of, in any facet of her life. She met his thrusting tongue with her own and rejoiced in the feeling of oneness. His strength was her strength; his beautiful and willing body was hers to do with as she chose. This was a man she hadn’t even known a month ago, a man she could barely tolerate two weeks ago, and at this moment, she felt like ripping his clothes off and making love on the brand new floor.
 
   What? This can’t be happening!
 
   Chloe dropped her arms and pulled back, stepped away. She hoped he wouldn’t notice her shaking, but it must be obvious.
 
   “Greg,” she whispered. “I can’t.” She cleared her throat and began again, voice stronger. “I can’t let myself. I—I want you. Of course you know that. I practically jumped on you…”
 
   “God, I wish you would.” His voice was thick. “Hey,” he stepped closer, but she backed up at the same time. “What’s up? What did I do wrong?”
 
   “Nothing.” She ran a hand through her hair. “Absolutely nothing! I just really need to breathe. Think about this. Maybe I’m a little crazy right now with the gallery opening tomorrow, and the pirate outfit, and, you know, that tongue-in-the-ear thing.”
 
   He grinned. “You liked that, huh?”
 
   “Uh, yeah.” She touched a hand to her diamond. “I wonder if your tongue ought to be registered as a deadly weapon or something.”
 
   “Or something, maybe. And baby, that’s just the preliminaries. I want to show you the rest. I want to make you feel so good.”
 
   “Stop! Just stop talking, okay?” She turned away, arms crossed over her chest. “I can’t do this right now. Have this conversation, think these thoughts, kiss you. Tomorrow is the day.”
 
   His face changed completely. “Right. Tomorrow is the big opening day with all your important artsy-fartsy buds from the city coming down here. So you don’t have time to spend with somebody like me. Somebody who isn’t important.” He pinned her with a glare. “I’m not in your league, am I, Chloe? It’s bad enough that you’re a McClain in Legend. I can almost handle that, but this art crowd, no doubt they’re way superior to a simple carpenter.” He turned, his blonde braid swinging, and headed for the door, where he stopped and faced her again. “Sorry I forgot my place there for a minute. I’m just the hired help. Got it.”
 
   And Greg Andrews had left the building.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
    
 
   No wonder I don’t have a man in my life. I don’t know what to do with one. Chloe blamed herself completely for the situation. She’d been enjoying Greg’s company lately, his teasing, and yes, those preliminaries he referred to were pretty darned enjoyable too. But she didn’t know him well enough to spend the night with him. Wasn’t sure she ever would know him that well. She figured in his mind she was the nearest available female, practically thrown into his lap, so why not go for it? That wasn’t enough for Chloe. She wanted a man she could count on. Sex wasn’t just recreation for her. She needed a relationship, and she remembered again the early conversations with Greg in which it was so painfully obvious that his view was just the opposite. How she had let herself get to the point in which her tongue was in Greg’s mouth… Well, she didn’t want to think about that lapse in judgment. Couldn’t spend time on it now. She still had preparations to complete for tomorrow.
 
   Around two a.m. Chloe stood in the center of her amazing gallery. She had cleaned candy-smear fingerprints off the Plexiglas display case, swept and mopped the floor, and set the finishing touches just where she knew they’d be perfect. She’d prepared the back room to be a makeshift kitchen and staging area for those who would be serving refreshments at tomorrow night’s opening. She looked around, appreciating the beauty surrounding her—the beloved Smokey Mountains painted from so many angles, at so many times of the day, times of the year. Every nuance explored and appreciated. Little Legend with its darling buildings and sweet little people. The track lighting that showed it all to perfection.
 
   And suddenly it seemed a hollow victory to have accomplished this feat in the short time allotted. Suddenly all she could think of was the fact that she had been less than gracious to the workmen who had made her dream come true. Some of them had been here tonight with their families, and everyone had seemed as enthusiastic about the place as Chloe felt. As enthusiastic as she thought they should be.
 
   Greg was right, wasn’t he? Chloe McClain was a bit of a snob, spoiled and self-important. Without even realizing her motivation, she had set the show in Legend for her own aggrandizement. The Little Legend was ego too, and a good counselor would probably also say it meant she had a less than realistic view of the town. Her hometown wasn’t perfect. Not only were some of the buildings in poor repair—of course she hadn’t created those particular buildings for her display—but deeper than that, there were problems in Legend. Like how to stop the constant loss of bright kids who did well in high school, went on to college, and eventually did important things anywhere but Legend. It was a great little town, but even with recent improvements, it still needed work. The kind of work Greg Andrews did, renovating buildings that had fallen into disrepair. Plus, he employed several local guys who would otherwise have to drive to the city for jobs. It wasn’t glorious, and Greg wasn’t famous, but his business was invaluable to a place like Legend.
 
   Not like an art gallery. No little town needed an art gallery. What had she been thinking? She’d sold her beloved cabin, gone into further debt for something that would probably bomb and bomb big.
 
   What had she said to Greg that day when she accused him of wanting to be Samson? She’d said Samson had developed a huge ego. Well, now that she thought about it, the ego problem around here was Chloe’s. However, he was wrong about one thing. She hadn’t stopped kissing him because of her ego. She hadn’t stopped because she thought he wasn’t good enough.
 
   Or had she?
 
   ****
 
   On opening day, Chloe felt like throwing up. She was so nervous she was literally sick to her stomach.
 
   “Dear, just do something normal. Something mundane. It’ll keep you busy ‘til it’s time.”
 
   Midnight was right, sort of. It helped to be busy, and it was nice to put her clothes into the closet and set up her kitchen and to finally make her bed after sleeping on a bare mattress for two nights, waking up tangled in the comforter. Everything downstairs was in readiness until the food arrived, so she could concentrate on nesting. The problem was, at about two o’clock this morning she’d begun to regret the whole thing, nest and all.
 
   Chloe considered calling Greg to apologize, but wasn’t sure what to say. She wasn’t even sure she was sorry. She didn’t want to talk again about what he had said, hear the things that were too close to true.
 
   Because of their conversation, instead of being excited about the opening, she was dreading it. She couldn’t let that show, of course. Everyone in Legend knew how self-assured Chloe had always been. She was a McClain, after all, and McClains never second-guessed themselves. No matter how much people might have wondered or muttered behind her back about the possible craziness of an art gallery of all things on Legend’s Main Street—no matter how much they’d talked, they would never expect Chloe to wimp out. Everyone would expect her to forge ahead with her plans, even if it did seem nutty. And they would expect her to succeed.
 
   When she could put it off no longer, late in the afternoon she showered again and dressed for the opening. She had bought the outfit a couple of years ago for a trip to New York City and had only worn it the one time. Slim slacks in bronze silk and a matching fitted top with three-quarter sleeves and sequins at the plunging neckline. She sincerely hoped she could get through the evening without falling off the strappy stiletto heels. Worst case scenario—if she fell off the heels, everything would pour out of the plunging neckline. She did her makeup to perfection and chose some vintage clip earrings with big bronze and gold “gems” interspersed with tiny rhinestones. Her hair was smooth and shiny, and she gave her reflection a less than convincing smile of reassurance before turning off the bathroom light and heading downstairs.
 
   Chloe’s mother, Sharon, and her aunts, Dorothy and Marie, had prepared the finger food in Dorothy’s big kitchen. Her cousins Janelle, Maureen, and Anna would serve it along with Dorothy’s famous champagne punch. Midnight would be on hand to keep an eye on the gallery and let someone know if she saw a customer who looked hungry or thirsty or like they wanted to make a purchase. Likely, a few other McClains would stop in to make themselves useful. The McClain Art Gallery would definitely live up to its name tonight.
 
   Chloe opened the back door and in swarmed Janelle, Maureen, and Anna carrying cardboard boxes and plastic containers.
 
   “Need some help with the unloading?”
 
   “Are you kidding? Honey, in that get-up you look way too good to be carting food from a van to the back door of somebody’s store. Leave this work to the peons.” Janelle flipped her thick dark ponytail as she turned and made another trip to the van.
 
   Chloe knew Janelle had been teasing, but the remark hit home anyway. Who was she to have her cousins doing work for her? They weren’t even getting paid!
 
   “You guys are working awfully hard…”
 
   “Heck yeah, we’re working hard! We’ve got a stake in this project, Chlo. Everybody wants to see you succeed.” Anna trooped past her with one of Dorothy’s cut-glass punch bowls.
 
   Maureen came behind her with the second punch bowl. Instead of walking by, she stopped and looked into Chloe’s eyes. “Hey, cuz. What’s wrong? Opening night jitters?”
 
   “Sort of, I guess.”
 
   “Wow! I never thought anything made you nervous. This is big though. You have a lot invested here in more ways than one.”
 
   “Exactly.” Chloe swallowed.
 
   “Oh, sweetie. You’ll be fine. The place is gorgeous.” She swept another glance around. “Chloe, people are going to love it! Before we get going in the kitchen, I think there’s something important your girl cousins need to take care of.” She set the punch bowl on the floor. “Janelle! Anna! Group hug!”
 
   In a moment Chloe was swept into an embrace with the three cousins she had grown up with. She loved Betsy and Midnight, but these three shared a history with her that was like no other relationship. The hug lasted just a moment, but Chloe felt strengthened and energized by it.
 
   “Soul sisters.” They all said in unison and giggled as they stepped back, holding hands in a circle. It was the way they’d begun to refer to each other back in elementary days when they’d considered doing some kind of blood brother type ceremony to show how committed they were to each other. It had been Maureen who pointed out they could skip the knife. They didn’t need to mingle their blood—it was already that way. Maureen and Janelle were sisters, but Anna and Chloe were the only girls in their respective branches of the McClain family tree. Cousins, but as close as sisters.
 
   “I love you girls!” Chloe exclaimed.
 
   Maureen bent down and retrieved the antique punch bowl. “Of course you do. We’re awesome. Right, ladies?” The other two agreed, laughing, and continued preparations in the makeshift kitchen.
 
   Chloe went to the doorway and leaned on it, watching their deft hands setting out the serving pieces, putting things in the big old second-hand fridge, organizing the staging area.
 
   “You really are awesome, and I’m so glad you’re here. Thanks for what you’ve already done, and for being with me tonight.”
 
   Maureen winked. “Wouldn’t have missed it for the world. Who knows, one of us might meet some rich city guy and get swept off our feet, crazy in love.” She frowned and shrugged. “Could happen.”
 
   “Hey,” Anna interrupted. “Why just one of us? Maybe all three of us could get swept.”
 
   Chloe smiled. “Why not all four of us?”
 
   Her cousins stopped and looked at her. Maureen shook her head. “Sorry, sister. Word on the street is that you’ve already been swept.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Please. Don’t try to fool us. We know your soul, remember? Greg Andrews has it bad for you, and you have it for him. It’s just a matter of time before you’re walking down the aisle with that blonde Adonis. What gorgeous babies you two are going to make!”
 
   “Maureen! We’re not even—you know—together. Babies? And Greg is a confirmed bachelor. Have you ever heard the way he talks about women?”
 
   “Chloe. Honey. Have you ever seen the way he looks at you? The man is completely under your spell.”
 
   Chloe shook her head. “He wants me, but that’s just a physical thing.”
 
   “You’ll definitely stop that kind of thinking when he sees your outfit.” Anna rolled her eyes.
 
   “This isn’t for Greg. I planned all along to wear this. I got it—”
 
   “We know,” said Maureen. “You got it when you went to New York that time. It’s great on you, Chloe. Perfect for tonight.” She glared at Anna. “We all know you’re not running after Greg. None of us thinks that.”
 
   “Well then. Good.”
 
   Maureen turned to open a bottle of champagne. “There’s no running involved. The man is already caught in a trap he can’t see.”
 
   “I didn’t trap him!”
 
   “Oh, but you did. Unintentionally, but still. His leg is caught, and unless he’s going to gnaw it off to get loose, you’ve got him.”
 
   “Such a pretty picture. Thanks for that,” said Anna, wrinkling her nose.
 
   “Some men will.”
 
   “Gnaw their leg off?” asked Janelle.
 
   “Whatever it takes to get loose. Once they realize they love a woman, if they can’t get their heads around the idea of a long-term relationship, they bail out in whatever way possible. Cut and run. You get my meaning.”
 
   “Vividly. I’m still back at the leg-gnawing,” said Chloe.
 
   Maureen sighed. “A confirmed bachelor will do what it takes to convince himself he’s not really in love. He’ll do what it takes to get away from the woman too. Maybe something as drastic as leaving town.”
 
   Chloe’s face grew hot. “Greg couldn’t do that. He has a business here. He’s invested in the community. Legend needs him.”
 
   “Hm. Legend needs him, huh? We’ll see what he does. Stay or run for his life. My money is on stay. It’s also on gorgeous blonde babies. Can I get an amen?”
 
   Anna and Janelle each raised a hand and said “Amen,” without skipping a beat in their work.
 
   Chloe was worn out with it. Crazy girl cousins. She left them to their silliness and wandered through the gallery looking for something to straighten or dust, but there wasn’t anything.
 
   Midnight walked in the front door. “How are you doing?” Putting her hands on Chloe’s shoulders, she looked deep into her eyes. “Oh dear, you’re doubting yourself. Stop that! It’s going to be a wonderful opening, Chloe. We’ve got the promotion out to all the right places, people who know the right people have been talking about it for weeks. I even saw something about it in a Google alert yesterday.
 
   “Google alert?”
 
   “Sure. I have alerts set to send me links when something is mentioned on the internet about The Emporium and Legend. I just follow a few key words. The Legend, Tennessee alert was triggered by some art critic’s blog post. And don’t go nuts because I said ‘critic.’ His post was quite enthusiastic. Sounded like he would definitely be here.”
 
   “Really. It’s so cool that you can get notified of stuff like that. Do you remember the critic’s name?” Chloe mostly avoided computers but liked the idea that the internet was doing her business some good already.
 
   “Damien something. I remember thinking of The Omen when I saw the name.”
 
   Chloe’s blood froze. “Damien Phillips?”
 
   “Hm. Maybe. I really don’t recall.” Midnight ran a hand down her perfectly straight black hair. “You know Damien Phillips, evidently. Bad experience?”
 
   “Pretty nasty. He basically said my work was kindergarten level.”
 
   “Classy. When was this?”
 
   “Years ago. One of my first reviews, and it hurt like fire.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem to have kept you from succeeding.”
 
   “No. Maybe it made me try harder. Man, he was mean and hateful.”
 
   “Will you recognize him if he’s here tonight?”
 
   “I have no idea what he looks like. Never met him, and definitely haven’t made an effort to learn more about him. Like I said, it was a long time ago. I’ve tried to forget it.” She hadn’t been able to forget though. Though she’d known it was a bad idea, Chloe had clipped the review and kept it in a box of important stuff. Most of the stuff was positive—encouraging notes from family and friends, a lot of glowing reviews, an interview by a Legend High journalism student a few years ago—but she hadn’t gotten rid of the clipping. Nor had she gotten rid of the pain and uncertainty it had caused. Everyone in Legend thought of her as confident and self-assured. Nobody was aware of this one little chink in her armor. Greg Andrews, without knowing of its existence, had found the chink and irritated her through it.
 
   Midnight tipped her head and looked closely at Chloe. “Sorry I brought it up. I didn’t mean to make you nervous.”
 
   Chloe shrugged. “Too late to make me nervous. A couple more surprises like that and I might spontaneously combust from the tension.” She tried a smile, but it faded on her lips.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   When the guests began to arrive there was no more time to worry about Damien Phillips, Greg Andrews, or even whether or not there was enough champagne for the punch. Chloe kept busy greeting people, answering questions about her work, and encouraging everyone to enjoy the evening and the refreshments. Maureen dipped champagne punch for adults and its non-alcoholic counterpart for the few underage guests and the occasional teetotaler. Janelle and Anna moved through the crowd serving finger sandwiches and petit fours. The three of them were dressed in black pants and black shirts and managed to be beautiful and nearly invisible at the same time. Except… Maureen seemed to have made a new friend. Just to be sure some jerk wasn’t giving her cousin a rough time, Chloe walked over to the punch bowls and put her arm around Maureen’s shoulders.
 
   “Hi, sweetie. Doing okay here?”
 
   Maureen smiled at her, then at the guy she’d been talking to. “Doing great. Chloe, have you met Damien Phillips? He came down from Nashville for your show. I guess he’s a big fan. Right, Damien?”
 
   Chloe felt her stomach drop. So he had shown up. She looked up into the perfectly sculpted face of Damien Phillips and dared him to lie.
 
   He smiled easily. “Let’s say I wanted to come and see what Ms. McClain’s work had evolved into. It’s been a few years.” He extended a hand, and she reached out to shake it, hers being swallowed up in his big palm. She wondered how obvious it was that her skin had suddenly gone cold and clammy.
 
   Maureen looked confused. “Um. You do know each other?”
 
   Chloe shifted on her uncomfortable shoes. “Not exactly. I guess you could say we crossed paths once, a few years ago.”
 
   “Pleasure to meet you, Ms. McClain.” Damien smiled again. Seemed rather thin to Chloe, but Maureen was smiling at him like an idiot.
 
   “Just call me Chloe. Saying ‘Miz McClain’ around here could have half a dozen women answering you.”
 
   “Really? How delightful!”
 
   Gag.
 
   “I’m Miz McClain, too. Maureen.”
 
   “What a lovely old-fashioned name. It is a family name?”
 
   “Um, no. My dad really liked Maureen O’Hara.”
 
   Damien Phillips laughed, and his eyes sparkled. Chloe decided Maureen was doing okay with him, and she herself might just tick him off if she kept hovering and trying to be pleasant. Making an excuse of needing to talk to someone across the room, she trailed away, and in a few minutes linked up with Midnight and asked her to keep an eye on that situation.
 
   “No worries. Here comes Martin. I’ll give him the task.”
 
   “Midnight, please. I don’t want the guy scared out of the gallery. I just want to be sure he doesn’t bother Maureen too much.”
 
   “Right. And breaking his arm is out unless absolutely necessary?” Midnight smiled.
 
   Chloe giggled. “Only as a last resort. And it should probably be his right arm so he can’t Tweet it out to the masses right away.”
 
   “Powerful guy, I take it.”
 
   “He used to be. I haven’t heard anything about him in a while, but I’ve been focused elsewhere.”
 
   “I’ll watch, Martin will watch. I imagine Maureen has the situation under control.”
 
   “Probably. If I were him I wouldn’t want to tangle with her.”
 
   Midnight winked. “Likely he sees that differently than you. Okay, it’s covered. Go mingle!” She gave Chloe a shove.
 
   Chloe’s first sale was to Dorothy McClain, who was ecstatic with a tiny ornately framed painting of Cade’s Cove. “Chloe, darling, this will be fabulous right by our front door. Won’t it Charles?”
 
   Charles smiled and agreed. “Great place you have here, Chloe. You can be proud of it.”
 
   “I am. I guess. It was a lot of work for the guys.”
 
   “Greg’s crew does a quality job,” said Charles.
 
   “Our library is amazing, but that was mostly Mike,” Dorothy said. “I’m so glad Greg hired your cousin. That job had a lot to do with Mike turning his life around.”
 
   “Got him Betsy back, thanks to our darling Dorothy the meddler.” Charles chuckled and kissed the top of his wife’s head.
 
   “Greg is really a part of Legend now, isn’t he?” asked Chloe as she finished wrapping the miniature.
 
   “I guess you could say so, yes,” Charles said slowly. “Of course he doesn’t have any people here, so he’s not really tied down. Yet.” He slanted a look at Chloe. “Still footloose, I suppose.”
 
   Dorothy looked up at him sharply. “What are you saying, Charles? Do you expect him to pull out of Legend just because Chloe dumped him?”
 
   “Aunt Dorothy! Sh! And—I didn’t dump him. I never had him, for goodness’ sake.”
 
   “Is that right? Hm. I don’t know. Word is you and he are an item, darling.” Dorothy reverently picked up her package as Chloe slid the check into the cash drawer.
 
   “She’s got that right, Chloe. There’s at least one pool in town for when your engagement will be announced. If you’d like to do me a favor, think September 14.” He gave her a quick wink.
 
   “Uncle Charles! You too?”
 
   “Hey, I’m semi-retired. What do you want me to do with my spare time?”
 
   “I don’t know, but not—place wagers on my future. It seems so cold!”
 
   “Not cold at all, honey.” He put his big hand over hers on the counter and gave a slight squeeze. “Just the opposite. Everybody just wants the best for you. If that means Greg Andrews, then I’m all for it. If not, don’t give him another thought. The pool is just for fun, and you know it. Not as if you haven’t participated in them.”
 
   The last pool Chloe had dropped money on was a baby arrival date for one of the Robbins girls. She’d only missed it by a couple of days. Charles was right, the pools were fun. Part of the money for the baby arrival pools always went to the baby’s parents.
 
   It was as if Charles and Dorothy had opened the floodgates. After their purchase, Chloe was kept busy selling paintings and talking to people about ordering their own home and family in Little Legend style. Chloe didn’t have another name for it yet—it was one of those things she had meant to get to, but which had gotten lost in the craziness of the past month. Thank goodness for Martin’s son, Daniel McClain, who had created professional-looking brochures with photographs of some of the Little Legend buildings as well as all of Chloe’s contact information. He had also designed a website for McClain Art Gallery. Chloe had no idea how she could have pulled everything together without her wonderful family.
 
   Or without Greg Andrews, the man she loved.
 
   She was in love with Greg. The realization hit her when she was wrapping the painting he had liked best. It had been bought by a collector from Gatlinburg. Too late, she wondered if maybe she should have taken down the painting and set it aside to give Greg sometime. Maybe he would have appreciated it, or maybe he would have considered it a grandiose gesture from a diva. She hated not understanding him. She wanted to make things right with Greg, even if he didn’t care for her except wanting to get her into bed. She wanted to clear the air, listen to the way he saw things—the way he saw her and her behavior. And after considering all that, she wanted to tell him why she was the way she was. She wanted him to understand her, even though it would open that armor-chink a little wider. It was something she needed to do if they were to have a relationship. If a relationship was out of the question, Greg’s inclination to see women in only one way was still something he needed to get over. She had forgotten Greg was her adopt a highway program, hadn’t she? She had let emotions get in her way. She’d let herself fall in love, and that was plain stupid.
 
   Because Chloe never, never let herself be that vulnerable. She kept her heart securely locked in a beautifully painted box, hidden away where nobody could find it. She needed to replace the old lock, as it evidently had rusted away.
 
   ****
 
   “Wow. What a night, huh, Chlo?” Anna held up a glass of champagne punch. “Cheers to you!” She drank it in one gulp. “And now for the clean-up.”
 
   “Girls. Forget that.” Chloe looked around, jarred back to reality. “There’s not that much to do, and it’s late.” She took a glass of punch, too, and swallowed it. Non-alcoholic. Oh well. “I mean it. Let’s call it a night.” It took fifteen minutes to get them out, and while she worked on one, two of the others were washing glasses, picking up stray bits of celebration here and there. Maureen ran the dust mop before Chloe could get it away from her.
 
   “We’re outta here.”
 
   The evening ended as it had begun—with a group hug. Chloe locked the back door and sighed in relief and exhaustion. The customers had stayed later than she’d expected, and once the place had quieted down, Midnight and Martin had left. Betsy and Mike had made a brief appearance sans LizBeth Ann, as had most of the McClains. There had also been loads of people she’d never seen before—art people. And they had seemed to like her work. Chloe refused to think about Damien Phillips. He had never approached her, and she wasn’t certain how long he stayed. What would Google alert have to say about Chloe McClain in the next few days? She might ask Midnight to set up an alert for her name, but to only tell her of the positive reactions. She really didn’t need negativity right now. Now she was on top of the mountain from the success of the opening. Or at least part of her was. Part of her couldn’t care less—the part that wondered how Greg Andrews had spent his evening. That part was her troublesome heart, which she really needed to get back under lock and key. Life had been so much simpler when her heart wasn’t a problem. Back in the old days, a month or so ago, there had been only one Chloe McClain, the one who was an artist. This freakishly romantic Chloe was a problem. The fact that she was in love with Greg Andrews, and second-guessed her own motivations, was a real pain.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
    
 
   Greg swore at himself, something he’d done a lot of in the approximately twenty-four hours since the blow-up with Ms. Sexy Ears. Why couldn’t he keep his mouth shut when he was around her? Why did he always push her to the point of anger, and match it himself? Made no sense. If he wanted her, which he did, clearly he needed a change of tactics. Something mellow would be better. Non-combative. Like going to her opening night. Why hadn’t he just put on a jacket and strolled into the gallery, greeted a few people, impressed her with his urbanity? Well, for one thing he didn’t have any urbanity to impress her with. As he’d told her, he was an uncomplicated guy. Going to the opening of an art gallery was something he had never done, and likely he never would. Greg looked at the clock on the wall of his living room. Nearly midnight. He tossed the fishing magazine in the general direction of the coffee table and headed out the door. Nice night for a walk.
 
   As he’d expected, all the cars were gone. The lights were still ablaze in Chloe’s gallery, though. She was wandering around in there like a lost kitten. She looked like she was wearing molten bronze, as her outfit shimmered in the light. Showing an awful lot of skin up top. As he watched, she leaned over, and he caught his breath. A whole lot of skin. When she straightened again she was carrying a pair of deadly-looking high heels in one hand. He couldn’t make out her facial expression from his vantage point across the street. Looking both ways—of course there wasn’t any traffic on Main Street at almost midnight—Greg slipped across the street, trying to avoid the best-illuminated areas. He should be okay here. The lights were bright inside. She shouldn’t be able to see him, and he’d be real still so he wouldn’t catch her attention. Hm. No, she really did not look happy. Wouldn’t she look happy if the night had gone well? Maybe nobody came from the city. Or nobody bought paintings. Surely something sold! She was an amazing artist—even Greg could tell that. He stepped carefully to one side so he could see better. There were definitely fewer paintings on the walls than last time he was here, so she had made some sales. What then? Why did she look sad?
 
   “Greg Andrews! Get in here!” Chloe was hollering at him, and he hadn’t even seen her walk to the door. He was slipping. He was also caught.
 
   He ambled to the door. “You need to talk to me about something? I was just out—you know—and thought I might as well walk by and check…” Completely unbelievable, and he didn’t even bother to finish the excuse.
 
   “Just shut up and get in here.”
 
   Bossy wench. He remembered why he didn’t like her.
 
   She closed the door behind him with a slam.
 
   “Hey, babe, you break that glass, it’s gonna cost you—”
 
   She was on him in an instant, her gorgeous body plastered up against him, pulling his head down so she could kiss him mercilessly. Man! How great is this?
 
   Then he remembered who was supposed to be in control of the situation, and pulled her arms away from his neck. Still holding her hands, he took a half step backward. Now if he could just get his breathing back to normal. He looked down into her big chocolate brown eyes.
 
   Breathlessly, she said, “I want you to tell me what you think of me. I need to know what your problem is.”
 
   Is that the weirdest thing he’d ever heard from a woman he’d just pulled off him? Not that he’d ever pulled a woman off him before, now he thought about it.
 
   “Excuse me? You want me to tell you what I think about what?”
 
   “Tell me why you don’t like me. Why I’m a bad person.”
 
   “I never said that.”
 
   “You certainly did.”
 
   “I certainly did not. I said you’re spoiled and, well, maybe bullheaded and too full of yourself, and take advantage of everybody.”
 
   She looked stricken. “You didn’t say all that.”
 
   “No? Well, I can’t remember exactly…”
 
   “You think those things of me?”
 
   “Well…”
 
   “No wonder you hate me. I can’t believe I just kissed you like that! How horrible! Okay, just get out then!”
 
   “You just yelled at me to come in. I swear, woman, make up your mind.” He took back the half step. “I liked it better when you were kissing and not talking. Sorry I stopped that.”
 
   “Greg Andrews, you make me sick! How can you even consider kissing me if you think I’m such a terrible person?”
 
   “Not terrible. Just a little misguided. I think you can be salvaged.” He tried very hard to maintain eye contact and not let his gaze stray too often to the neckline of her shimmery blouse.
 
   “No. Forget it. I thought we had—” Chloe sighed deeply, giving Greg a brief but breathtaking view. “Sorry I called you in. Good night.” She looked sadder than ever, and Greg cursed himself again. Was he destined to screw things up with this woman forever?
 
   “Um. Okay, I’ll go. Maybe we can talk again some other time. You’re tired.”
 
   “Yes. I really am. Good night, Greg.”
 
   And he was on the sidewalk, wondering what in the hell just happened.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
    
 
   It was the darkest, rainiest September Chloe could remember. She felt the dampness in her bones every minute, and even the bright, energy efficient lighting of her beautiful new building couldn’t raise her spirits. Nor could the good review she’d received from Damien Phillips, or the decent number of paying customers who came to Legend to buy her art. She didn’t work on any more Little Legend pieces, or the ones she was supposed to be making for customers. She didn’t have the heart for it. She painted, though, capturing on canvas the sullen grayness that hung over her mountains. Chloe wept over one of the paintings, touched by its cold bleakness. That’s what she felt like, cold and bleak. Maureen had seen it when it was on the easel, and her shocked reaction told Chloe she was right. This one was too personal to display. She feared others might know too much about her if they looked at that painting. They might see the real Chloe McClain, who worked very, very hard at being strong, in spite of her insecurities. The real Chloe McClain, who had only been in love once and had ruined it.
 
   She spent time with Maureen, Janelle, and Anna; had dinner once in a while with Mike, Betsy, and LizBeth Ann; and often stopped for coffee at Midnight’s Emporium. Chloe had replaced the lock on that beautifully painted box that held her heart, and she would be cautious of it from here on out.
 
   “Chloe, what do you think about renting a limo and going to Knoxville Friday night? We could surely scare up four guys to drag along and go to some clubs. Wouldn’t that be fun?” Maureen asked as the two of them browsed the shelves of Jane Winchester’s bookstore.
 
   “Um… No thanks.”
 
   “Come on. It would cheer you up to get out among some different people. You’ve been moping around Legend too long.”
 
   “Maybe some other time.” Chloe picked up a paperback romance and tried to read the back cover blurb, but her eyes misted. “I don’t feel like acting happy,” she said softly.
 
   “Sweetie, you have got to talk to him,” Maureen said.
 
   Chloe didn’t even bother to pretend she didn’t know who Maureen was talking about. The whole family knew—the whole town no doubt knew—that Greg and Chloe had had a fight in the front window of the gallery on opening night. Typical that you couldn’t do anything in Legend without the entire population hearing about it.
 
   “You ladies need help finding anything in particular?” Jane came around the end of the bookcase stroking a small calico kitten. Jane was famous for books and for loving animals.
 
   “We definitely need help!” said Maureen. “Is there such a book as Relationships for Dummies? If so, Chloe needs a copy. Actually, do you have two?” She looked sheepish. Did Maureen have something going on that Chloe didn’t know about? She’d been too busy wallowing in her own misery to notice whether Maureen had been dating somebody.
 
   Jane smiled and set the kitten down on the floor. It pounced on a small yarn ball a few feet away. “There is a book called Relationships for Dummies, but I’m afraid I don’t have it. I can order it if you want. Or how about this?” She held out Men are From Mars, Women are from Venus.
 
   The cousins left a short while later, each carrying a romance novel instead of a relationship self-help book. Jane had gone through her catalog of possibilities while the cousins looked over her shoulder at the computer.
 
   “Well, one thing is obvious. If there are that many different books on the subject, at least you know you’re not the only one who can’t get it right.”
 
   “Thanks, Maureen. That helps so much.”
 
   “Wasn’t really supposed to help. I’m not babying you, Chloe. I want you to be happy, but you’re going to have to suck it up and figure this thing out. You. Need. To. Talk. To. Him.” She had reached her car. “Later, okay?”
 
   Chloe didn’t blame Maureen for being frustrated with her. She knew she had been sulky ever since the fight a couple of weeks ago. She didn’t know how to take the first real step toward making things right with Greg. She had managed some cosmetic things, and hoped Greg might realize it someday. She’d had her nephew Daniel change the back panel of the McClain Art Gallery flyer to include “before” and “after” pictures of the gallery space, and contact information for Deluxe Home Improvements. Chloe figured she owed it to Greg and the crew for the phenomenal job they’d done. She’d also asked Mike to bring her one of the business’s yard signs. Setting her artistic snobbery aside, she posted it in the front window of the gallery. She was probably making this way harder than it really was. Maybe she should have ordered that Dummies book after all.
 
   ****
 
   Greg threw a hammer against the wall and walked out of the house. No big deal about the hole he’d punched in the wall. Ed and Fred would be here next week to take care of all the plaster and drywall problems. They could deal with one more. That’s what he paid them for, after all. They’d better not complain about it.
 
   He’d had a lot of bad days lately, but today was the worst. That witch Chloe McClain haunted him constantly, and today she was right in front of his eyes every time he tried to do something. He had looked up from the door frame he’d been putting finish nails into—and saw her stupid face reflected in the glass of the storm door. Her stupid, stupid face. The one he missed seeing. The one he ached to touch, to kiss… Yeah, pretty sure Chloe was a witch, because no other woman had ever had this effect on him. That’s when he threw the hammer.
 
   Not even the Heather thing had messed with him this much, and for a while, Greg thought Chloe was just Heather all over again. They were both pretty and feisty and talented. And they both came from families with important names. He had actually started to think in terms of permanency with Heather, but as it turned out, she’d just been seeing him as a punishment to her parents. They had leaned on her once too often about her wild lifestyle, and she did them one better—she included Greg in her wild lifestyle. Greg Andrews, manual laborer.
 
   Heather warmed to him immediately when he showed up at her family’s weekend lake house to add on an enormous sunroom/spa to their already enormous place. The job was the chance of a lifetime, he’d thought, a chance to impress the right people and let them tell all their rich friends so he’d get more great jobs. His career would take off, he could hire more people, live a little better himself.
 
   The Heather thing ruined all of that. The instant physical attraction between the two of them didn’t take long to consummate. They managed that a couple of days after they met, when Heather showed up unexpectedly at the weekend house while he was working. He was doing some measurements, and Heather basically volunteered to be measured. Smooth. They had a beautiful house to themselves, and nature definitely took its course. The next thing he knew, Heather was inviting him to join her and her rich important friends when they went club-hopping or made appearances at different cultural events. Art gallery opening hadn’t been among them, but it sure could have been. That was Heather’s crowd, but going to art galleries or operas and stuff wasn’t what they enjoyed most. They were just very seriously into whatever made them feel good, and for a time Greg was into it, too. He told himself he still was, but that was a lie.
 
   He had left that crap behind when he moved to Legend and changed the name of his business. Those people, those rich important “friends” he’d had, wouldn’t find him in Legend, which suited him fine because he didn’t want to be found. He liked being himself, living a simple life here among simple people. Greg still couldn’t believe how stupid he had been to think Heather really cared for him. He hadn’t realized what was going on until the day her parents confronted the two of them at the house. Thank God they weren’t doing anything at the time, just talking out by the pool while Greg and his two-man crew took a break. Heather was wearing a tiny bikini, serving sweet tea and flirting with all of them, and her parents stormed out onto the pool deck and basically called Greg every epithet they could get their mouths around. Made a big fuss about how he had “soiled” their daughter’s reputation, and that he wasn’t good enough for her. Greg was mortified to have this confrontation in front of his crew, but stood up to them, and expected Heather to do the same. She didn’t though. She just smiled a wry little smile and told them this is what they had driven her to by complaining about the way she lived her life. If they would just let her be herself, she wouldn’t have been so desperate when Greg had come on to her, she explained. Greg remembered their first encounter being completely mutual, but there wasn’t a time in the conversation to mention that. There wasn’t a time in the conversation for him to say anything at all, because it was all about Heather. She was all about herself, and her parents relented to say, yeah, that’s okay honey. We’re all about you, too. They gave Greg a check for the completed job and told him to get out, and he and the guys did just that. The job wasn’t done, but nearly so, and he sure didn’t feel bad about taking the money after taking the abuse.
 
   At the time he figured that not only was his self-esteem in the toilet, but his heart was broken, too. Now he realized it was just anger, embarrassment, and general hurt. He hadn’t loved Heather any more than she had loved him. She’d gotten what she wanted—control over her parents. He’d gotten just the opposite of what he’d started out wanting. This was definitely not the way to build a business. Heather and her parents trashed his name, and in a short time, the word had spread in all the right circles.
 
   Less than a year later, the only construction jobs he could land were the absolute dregs. His love life consisted of an occasional date set up by a buddy who felt sorry for him. Greg hadn’t given any of the girls a chance, he realized now. He expected every woman to treat him like dirt, so after a date or two, he treated them that way. Things always ended there, ugly and painful. It was surprisingly ineffective at making him feel better to be the dumper instead of the dumpee.
 
   Finally, he gave up on the whole mess. He did some internet research and headed to Legend, Tennessee, along with Dave, who had even less going for him. They were talented at their work, but had rotten breaks so far in life. Maybe, they’d thought, Legend would be different. Maybe the mountain burg that was trying to reinvent itself would give them the chance to do the same.
 
   It had turned out pretty well so far. Dave had a girlfriend and was living with her in a little place a few miles outside town. Greg… Well, Greg had almost had a girlfriend and had definitely suffered his first broken heart. He sighed. At least business was good.
 
   Jobs were plentiful for him, and he always had a waiting list. This is what he’d wanted. He was successful and the future looked bright. Plenty of business here if he didn’t mind doing mostly renovation jobs. And his reputation—his real reputation, that of being an excellent craftsman—was spreading to surrounding counties. He could afford a nicer place to live, a better office. He’d already bought a great truck. What more could a man want?
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
    
 
   “Chloe? It’s Betsy.”
 
   “Hey. What’s wrong?” Chloe stifled a yawn and pulled the cell phone away from her face so she could see the time.
 
   “Sorry to bother you, but I’ve got a mommy emergency here. I’m heading to Knoxville with Martin for a real estate seminar. We’re on our way now, and I’ve left LizBeth Ann with Mike for a few minutes. Marie was supposed to have her today, but she just called the house and she’s down in her back. I can’t ask her to go ahead and babysit with that going on.”
 
   Chloe knew that the relationship between Betsy and her mother-in-law Marie was still touchy at times. Betsy and LizBeth Ann’s two-year absence from Legend had left some wounds that hadn’t yet healed. And to be honest, Marie with a bad back wasn’t someone Chloe would inflict on her worst enemy, unless he happened to be a chiropractor.
 
   “Sure. Not like I’m swamped with people…”
 
   “I know it’s an imposition, but I’ve called around. Anna, Maureen, and Janelle went on a hiking trip.”
 
   “Right.” She’d been invited but had used the shop as an excuse. Truth was she was still in duck and cover mode. She did need to have the shop open, but LizBeth Ann was a well-behaved child.
 
   “I can’t ask Midnight, because she gets busy with the coffee bar in the mornings. Plus LizBeth Ann would drink her weight in foamy milk. Uh… She can bring dolls and whatever. Mike can help you pack things to keep her occupied. She’ll love seeing Little Legend again.”
 
   “It hasn’t changed since last time she saw it.”
 
   “Hey. It’s Legend. It isn’t supposed to change, is it?” Betsy giggled a little nervously.
 
   “Chill, Betsy. This is fine. I’ll get dressed and go pick her up. She’s home, right?”
 
   “Yes. Mike was supposed to be on this new job site, but he’s hanging at the house ‘til somebody comes to rescue him. You’re really helping us out, Chloe. We owe you.”
 
   “You know better than that. This is what family does.”
 
   “Maybe Marie will feel better by lunch time. Or maybe Dorothy…”
 
   “Betsy. I’ll check with Dorothy later if you want. It’s early yet for her to be up. If not, LizBeth Ann can stay here with me. Maybe we’ll take a long lunch and rent a paddle boat on the lake.”
 
   “She’d love that. Thank you so much, Chloe!”
 
   “Sure thing. Now I gotta get going. Learn lots at your seminar, and give Martin a punch in the arm for me.” She heard Martin groan in the background and knew Betsy had done just that. She was the perfect business associate for Martin, because she didn’t take any stuff off him.
 
   Chloe had a quick shower, dressed in jeans and an orange University of Tennessee t-shirt, and ran down the stairs and out the door to her Jeep. A few minutes later, she was knocking on the door of Mike and Betsy’s little stone house on Alexander Avenue. Mike opened the door when her fist was in the air for the next barrage.
 
   “Hey! Am I glad to see you!”
 
   Chloe strode into the room and came to a full stop when she saw what was going on at a small table on the other end of the room.
 
   “Um. Betsy called me.” The words were for Mike, but she wasn’t looking at him.
 
   “Great! I know she was almost out of cell range when I talked to her last about Mom being down in her back.”
 
   “Uh huh. So. What are you guys up to?”
 
   “We’re havin’ a tea party!” LizBeth Ann’s little face was pure bliss.
 
   “Ah. Looks like fun.”
 
   “Tea parties are the best!” She turned to her companion who was holding a rather sad looking brown teddy bear. “Aren’t they, Mr. Bear?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. I’m all about tea parties,” said Greg Andrews’ voice, soft and gruff all at once.
 
   LizBeth Ann frowned slightly and leaned toward him, speaking quietly. “Mr. Bear haves to say it, Grayg. ‘Kay?”
 
   “Uh. Okay.” Greg moved the bear’s head while he said, “I’m all about tea parties. Especially if there’s honey in the tea.” He smiled lopsidedly at LizBeth Ann, who laughed in delight.
 
   She turned toward Chloe. “Bears like honey, Chloe. Did you know it? Do you want to do the tea party? Cuz you can do Mrs. Rabbit. Daddy’s doing Mr. Fuzzy Dog. Aren’t you, Daddy?”
 
   “I was doing Mr. Fuzzy Dog, but now Mr. Bear and I need to go to work, Princess.” Mike leaned down and kissed his daughter’s cheek.
 
   Chloe stepped further into the room, stifling a laugh. “LizBeth Ann, you and I are going to have girls’ day at the art gallery today. Do you want to bring some toys along?”
 
   “Yay! Girls day at the artgalley!” She clapped her hands and jumped up from her chair at the little table.
 
   “Let’s get you some toys to take along, Princess,” said Mike. She dashed into her room, a blur of pink shorts set and blonde curls. Mike, shaking his head and smiling, followed to help her.
 
   Greg uncurled his long legs and stood up from the tiny tea party chair.
 
   “Whoa. Tea parties are hard work when you’re over three feet tall.” He reached both arms over his head and stretched. It was quite a sight.
 
   “And over thirty years old?”
 
   “Uh, yeah. I kinda forgot how to play somewhere in there. I kinda… Started to take myself too seriously. That sound about right?” He smiled at her, and the lock on that beautiful painted box that held her heart was in danger of falling open.
 
   Chloe glanced toward LizBeth Ann’s room, where she could hear father and daughter discussing the merits of taking the large versus the small backpack full of toys.
 
   Chloe took a couple of steps toward Greg. “It sounds right if you’re talking about me taking myself too seriously. I’ve been so consumed by everything that has to do with the gallery, that I forgot how important people are. Especially people who were helping me. I took you for granted, Greg, and I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Should be me apologizing. I kinda got you mixed up with somebody else. I know that doesn’t make sense to you, but it’s what happened. I expected you to treat me like garbage, the way somebody did a while ago, and instead of letting that happen, I treated you like garbage. Not sure you can forgive me for that, or if I can forgive myself.”
 
   “What made you decide I’m not like that other person?”
 
   “Driving past your gallery the other day and seeing the sign—my sign—posted in the front window. Doesn’t go with your classy décor, but it sure made me feel good. Then I saw the new flyer Daniel made and the gallery website with a big plug for my business right on the front page. Mike and Betsy pointed those out to me. I never would’ve seen them. Made me think, look back, realize that what I’ve thought of you was messed up. Because of her—this other person—”
 
   “She hurt you a lot.”
 
   “Yeah. Taught me not to take people at face value, but in Legend people are mostly what they seem. I was real jaded when I first moved here.”
 
   “Maybe we can just forget about what we’ve done wrong, and remember instead how well things have gone for our project together. Thirty days to turn a derelict old building into a beautiful art gallery, and you did it. You are a wonder, Greg Andrews.”
 
   “Wow. Praise. Hey--my guys are pros.” He took her hands. “And your design was easy to follow. You are easy to follow. Easy to get addicted to,” he whispered. “I’ve been having some serious withdrawal symptoms.”
 
   “You too?”
 
   He cleared his throat. “Yeah. Big-time. I need a fix. The kind that includes giving you some serious bed-head, or if not, then the kind where I show up at your door at six a.m. with donuts, and pretend I gave you the bed-head.”
 
   Chloe laughed. “Maybe we could start with Option B and eventually work up to Option A?”
 
   “I’m up for that.”
 
   “I’m up for that!” said LizBeth Ann, bouncing into the room. Mike followed her, carrying a small but very rounded backpack.
 
   “Sorry, guys,” said Mike. “Back to the real world.”
 
   ****
 
   Chloe put the morning’s conversation out of her mind and kept busy with LizBeth Ann. She was a well-behaved child, but, still, an energetic two and a half year old made a huge difference in her day. No wonder Marie didn’t feel up to it with a bad back. The morning went relatively well, with a few tours around the perimeter of the gallery talking about each Little Legend building and the people the little girl knew. LizBeth Ann also made plenty of suggestions for buildings and people that needed to be added.
 
   After bologna and cheese sandwiches on a Lake Legend paddle boat, Dorothy McClain arrived to pick up her great-niece. Accustomed to doing so, the two women quickly moved the car seat from Chloe’s Jeep to Dorothy’s sedan, and LizBeth Ann cheerfully climbed in. “I read with Aunt Dorthy. Her liebarry.” She grinned and pulled a board book from the backpack beside her on the seat, clearly looking forward to an afternoon in Charles and Dorothy’s beautifully renovated library.
 
   The rest of the afternoon was quiet. A couple from Nashville who had read Damien Phillips’ review stopped in en route to Washington, DC. They didn’t buy anything, but promised to stop again on their way back. They also took a few of her new flyers. Greg knew about the changes to the flyer, the sign in the window, and the updated website, and they mattered to him. She was glad she’d made the effort.
 
   

   
 
   
 
  
  
  
   
    

 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
    
 
   After the brief discussion “over tea,” Chloe felt better about the way things stood with Greg. She thought he might call her or drop in. She even considered the possibility that he would simply show up early one morning with a sack of donuts and two steaming cups of coffee. Days passed, and none of those things happened. It was okay, she told herself, she’d been happy before Greg came into her life, and she’d be just fine now. The only problem was, she had had a taste of something good, and she wanted more. How to get it without looking like a junkie? She didn’t want to be obvious, after all.
 
   Two weeks passed without any word from Greg. She hadn’t even seen him in town. Enough of this. My pride is going in the dumpster. She went through her cell phone statement and got the number that had called her the first day the guys had worked on her building.
 
   “Hello?” A loud male voice answered, but there was a lot of background noise.
 
   “Greg?”
 
   “Yeah. Who is this?”
 
   “Um. Chloe. Chloe McClain. Sorry, but it doesn’t sound like you.”
 
   “You just calling to give me grief about the way my voice sounds on the phone, or do you want something?”
 
   She wasn’t going to admit how much she wanted something. Him in particular.
 
   “I just called to…” Why hadn’t she made up a story? She had mistakenly assumed he’d be happy to hear from her, and would just ask her for a date. Stupid, since they’d never had a date. And since when had Chloe become so passive?
 
   She cleared her throat and stood up a little straighter. “Um. Just called to ask you for dinner tomorrow night. Sort of a post-project celebration. I’ll bake bread.”
 
   “Dinner? Well. Why not? Can I bring something?” He certainly didn’t sound overly enthused.
 
   “Um. Sure. A bottle of wine?” There. That made it a little cozier, didn’t it? A strictly business post project celebration surely wouldn’t include a bottle of wine. She might as well send the right signals to Greg, so he’d have an idea that she was planning to seduce him. She sincerely hoped he wouldn’t make it difficult, because she was out of practice. His reaction to the invitation didn’t seem to bode well.
 
   ****
 
   She worked on dinner off and on throughout the next day, mixing up the yeast dough, letting it rise, and then putting it into the oven at about six o’clock. The rest of the meal was nice, but not too expensive. She was lucky to have family members with gardens, and she hadn’t been shy about sponging off them. Money would continue to be tight for the foreseeable future. It was nice to live where she worked, because she still had the shop open while she fixed dinner. Of course she had always lived where she worked, just not so fancy. Or so expensive. Every day without a sale, like today, was disheartening. Maybe tomorrow would be better.
 
   Greg arrived right at seven o’clock. She had left the gallery door unlocked so he could let himself in. “Hey, Chloe! You in here?”
 
   Suddenly Chloe’s palms were cold and sweaty. She wiped them on her jeans as she went downstairs to meet her guest.
 
   “Hi, Greg.” She smiled, or at least tried to. “I’m so glad you could make it tonight.”
 
   “Not like my social calendar is that busy. Thanks for the invitation.” He held out the bottle of wine. “This okay? I’m more of a six pack of beer kind of guy.”
 
   She took the bottle. “Yes. This is wonderful.”
 
   “You can thank Midnight. I figured she has good taste, so I asked her what kind to get.”
 
   “She definitely has excellent taste, and this is the best you can buy in Legend. I’ll be sure to thank her.” She turned and headed back up the steps. “Come on upstairs—oh, do you mind to lock the door first? We’ll turn off the shop lights when you get upstairs.” Did that send a message that she wanted privacy? She definitely wanted privacy, and wanted Greg to know it.
 
   Was she acting like a complete idiot? It sure felt that way.
 
   “Door locked, lights off.” Greg flipped the switch at the top of the stairs. “You’ve got the place looking nice up here. Homey.”
 
   “Thanks. I spend a lot of time here.” Okay, yeah, that was pathetic. I have no life, so basically it’s my apartment or the shop. Unfortunately, it was also true.
 
   “Curtains are closed. As I recall from our conversations on the topic, you’re a natural light kind of girl. It’s still plenty light outside.” He turned from the window and faced her, his arms crossed. “Chloe McClain, just what’s going on here? Did you ask me here for something other than dinner?”
 
   He certainly didn’t look shocked or unhappy about the possibility. But there wasn’t a knowing smile or lopsided grin either. Basically, he was just staring at her without much expression. So… He was bored with the idea?
 
   “Dinner. With bread and wine. You want more than that, you’ll have to ask nicely.” Even though her plan had been to seduce him, she didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t feel like getting into a conversation about it, for goodness’ sake. If you’re seducing someone, you just do it, right? Obviously, Greg wasn’t going to make this easy. She took in his appearance—a green pocket t-shirt nearly the color of his eyes, jeans without holes in them and deliciously snug. He hadn’t dressed up, but she was sure he had showered and put on clean clothes after finishing his workday. She could even see a little dampness of the blonde tendrils around his face. He was growing a goatee, and it looked terrific on him. His attitude might not make it easy, but the way he looked was helping. And the way she felt when she looked at him. Still, she needed to ease into things a little.
 
   “I like the facial hair,” she said, stepping closer and smoothing one finger down the goatee.
 
   He caught her hand. “Thanks. Harder to keep this thing looking neat than to shave clean every day, but I thought I’d give it a try. Do you think it makes me look mysterious?”
 
   She laughed, a little breathlessly. “Not sure about mysterious, but it will go great with that pirate outfit at Halloween.” Chloe got busy in her tiny kitchen, but Greg didn’t lounge in the living area.
 
   “Need help?” he asked, leaning against the doorframe.
 
   “Like taste testing?”
 
   “I’ll do what I can. It smells out of this world.”
 
   ****
 
   Having the wine with dinner and eating more than usual made Chloe feel cozy and a little sleepy. Maybe too much wine? Hm...
 
   In spite of her protests, Greg helped clean up, and they even washed dishes together. There was something intimate about performing this simple task. Was it the proximity? The fleeting touches of their hands in the rinse water? By the time she had put away the dried dishes, Chloe was on edge. On edge, slightly tipsy, and very hungry for that fix…
 
   Greg poured another glass of wine for each of them and carried it to the living area. He sat in the exact center of the short sofa, so Chloe could sit either next to him or in one of the chairs. A seducer would not sit in a chair. She sat next to him and picked up her wine glass.
 
   “Mmm. This is delicious. You’re a good sport to drink wine when you’d prefer beer.”
 
   “There’s one point for me. Hey—I like it fine. Goes better with the evening anyway. If we go to my place sometime and I grill burgers, there might be beer instead.”
 
   That sounded promising. He was almost saying he might invite her over sometime.
 
   Chloe leaned back into the couch, cradling her glass in both hands. She closed her eyes and sighed, happy with the way the evening had turned out.
 
   “This is nice. I’m so glad you’re here. It’s a post project celebration, you know.”
 
   “So I’ve heard.” He leaned forward and she felt the couch cushions shift as he did so. “You getting all mellow on me, Chloe?”
 
   “Mmm. Maybe. Just feeling delicious.”
 
   “I imagine you are. Delicious, I mean. It’s been a while since I had a taste.”
 
   She raised her heavy eyelids. Greg’s face was just inches from hers. Her breath caught. “Need another taste? Just to be sure?” Unintentionally, but in anticipation, she licked her lips. She set her glass on a low table and turned toward him. He was so handsome, and so dear to her. Yet something wasn’t quite right. She needed to know…
 
   “Greg. Why didn’t you call? After we talked that day when I picked up LizBeth Ann, I thought things were better. I thought you would call.” And it hurt like fire that he hadn’t.
 
   He frowned. “Well. Wasn’t sure. Of you or of me.”
 
   “You’re still confusing me with that other woman.”
 
   “No. You’re nothing like her. And I’m not the same guy I was back then.” Greg stood and began to pace. “I got to thinking about it, after you and I talked a few days ago, and you know what? Although she used me, I was using her, too. Her family had connections that could make my business a big success. That’s an issue with us, if there ever could be an ‘us.’ You’re a McClain, and your family can make or break my business. Plus you’re like famous or something… I guess I don’t want anybody to get the idea that I’m using you… Sure don’t want you to get that idea.”
 
   She laughed. Threw her head back and laughed. “You have got to be kidding me! I’m not anybody special. I’m just a girl who paints pictures and is up to her eyeballs in debt. I have a big family, but if you’ll pardon the colloquialism, we’re just folks. Not any better than anybody else. Everybody is important in Legend. Everybody is special. We all do our part, and genuinely care about each other. That’s what makes this such a wonderful place to live—what makes it home. Not the buildings or the scenery, wonderful as those are. The real Legend is the people.”
 
   “Even people like me?” He was genuinely concerned about this. And at least he had stopped pacing.
 
   “Especially people like you, Greg. Come here.” She stretched out her arm, palm up, and he took her hand and sat next to her on the couch. “Especially people like you. You’ve tried very hard to hide it, but you really care—I’ve seen it in the way you deal with your crew, the way you were playing with LizBeth Ann the other day. The way you’ve helped me, after your paid job was done. You wear a pretty believable mask with that pirate costume, but I know what’s under the mask. A wonderful guy who was badly hurt and isn’t quite over it.”
 
   He raised a hand and caressed her face, teased her lips with his thumb.
 
   “You see that in me?”
 
   “That and more. Let me show you.” She got up and walked across to an antique secretary, opened the hinged door and took out the figure. Returning to him, she laid it in his palm. “This is you.”
 
   Greg picked up the Little Legend figure of himself and looked closely at it. “This one looks different than the one you have in the case downstairs.”
 
   “Had in the case. I painted over it. Just made the glass clear on the Deluxe Home Improvements building. This little guy,” she said, gesturing toward the figurine, “is going to be standing outside.”
 
    
 
   Greg looked down at the miniature of himself. It didn’t look scruffy like the fellow who’d been in the window. “Why’d you make a new one?”
 
   “The other Greg was one-dimensional. When I painted that, I didn’t know you. This one is three-dimensional. Like you.”
 
   “Not only does this guy look less like a criminal, he looks happy.” He glanced at Chloe. Were those tears in her eyes?
 
   “I painted his face the way I remember you the day you brought donuts. You were happy and relaxed and teasing. That’s the real you, isn’t it, Greg?”
 
   He looked away. “I guess. Used to be, anyway.” Greg tried to focus on the framed needlepoint piece hanging on a wall. “Home Sweet Home” it told him. “Yeah, I used to be that kind of guy.”
 
   “That’s the person I fell in love with.”
 
   What? What did she say?
 
   “You kidding me?”
 
   “No. Absolutely not.” She took the little figurine and set him on the table next to her wine glass. “I am in love with you, Greg Andrews. You’re going to have to deal with it. Love me back, or tell me you’re not interested. It’s up to you, and I’m tired of wondering.”
 
   “Well then.” Taking her into his arms, he kissed her softly, slowly. Then he leaned away, sat up again. “I choose to love you back. You and your dangly earrings. You and your cute little butt. You and your wonderful way of capturing a moment in time and saving it forever with your art.” He sighed, full of hope. “I definitely choose to love you back.”
 
   And that’s what he did, for a very, very long time.
 
    
 
   THE END
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